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PREFACE

In 1989, the Humanities Research Group was founded at the
University of Windsor to promote research in all areas of the humanities
and the exchange of ideas among disciplines. That mandate, while
ambitious, seemed manageable, even laudatory. A scant eight years
later, however, the stakes have become much higher. Institutions that
promote the humanities have been called upon to argue for their
continued survival. Attacks on the humanities have become de rigueur,
whether they take the form of benign neglect from university
administrators or the virulent denunciations of some politicians. The
threat which currently confronts the humanities is real ahd imminent.
Universities across the continent, in response to funding crises, are
"restructuring" with the too frequent result that the humanities are
"downsized."
The continuing marginalization of the humanities in the academy
was the immediate impetus for the Distinguished Speaker Series, "The
Humanities and the Future of the University," from which this volume
emanates. The humanities in Canadian universities have been so
weakened by neglect and hostility that their very survival is threatened.
The consequences of this course of action have been ill-considered and
ignored by politicians seeking to reduce deficits and by university
administrators who make decisions equally with an .eve on the bottom
line. Demands for demonstrable relevance and skills training have cast
a dark shadow over the flexibility and sophistication that characterizes
the product of a humanist education. These are the traits which are
abundantly evident in the thought, but also in the careers, of the
contributors to this volume. Humanists, critical thinkers all, but also
practical people, able administrators and organizers, they are living
examples of the usefulness of the humanities. They are not only leaders
in their fields of studies, but also in the quest for a stronger academy
which honours its traditions while embracing changing values and
circumstances. Their insights into the workings of the education system
and the construction of the contemporary culture of education versus
training are both illuminating and chilling. These are the voices of the
eleventh hour, calling everyone concerned with education, and indeed
with civilization, to take heed of the structural undermining of the
humanities which is proceeding all too rapidly. If permanent irreparable
damage to the foundations of our educational and social systems is to
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be avoided, these voices must be heard now, not only by the
converted, by the believer in the studia humanitatis, but also by
politicians and university administrators. Most important of all,
however, the general public must take notice of the current state of
affairs because the marginalization or disappearance of the humanities
will affect the shape of the world in which we live, and which we
bequeath to our children.
As is so often the case, this volume, the sixth in the series Working
Papers in the Humanities, owes much to the support of many people.
Dr Ron Ianni, President of the University of Windsor, lent his support
at a critical time. Dr Sue Martin, Dean of Arts was unfailingly generous
and encouraging. Dr Lois Smedick was there at every turn to lend her
wisdom and her help. Finally, without Meagan Pufahl and Rosemary
Halford, this volume would not have seen the light of day. To all of
them, our profound thanks.

Jacqueline Murray
Director
Humanities Research Group

INTRODUCTION
What is the role of the humanities in the changing university of the
decades that span the millennium? Are humanities, the human
sciences, truly at the "still point of the turning world," the bedrock of
research since research begins with the human being and continually
circles back within a human context? Are they, as one of the speakers
in the HRG Distinguished Speaker Series for 1995-96 asserts, "the best
there is," a counterforce to the reductionism besetting the
contemporary university? Or are humanists losing the struggle,
drowning by (and in) the numbers of the dominant paradigm of science,
relegated to an ancillary role, vainly challenging the values of a
value-added approach, the efficacy of "technical fixes," the judgments
proceeding from post-industrial managerialism?
These are some of the questions raised by the array of presentations
in the series, "The Humanities and the Future of the University." At the
same time, one of the speakers used the contemporary challenge of
pluralism for a kind of case study of the contribution a humanist
orientation and methodology can make to the resolution of issues
generated across a range of not necessarily humanistic disciplines. And
one speaker focussed upon the particular pluralism of women's studies
as it has evolved in a series of waves, signifying differently to - and
within - the three discernible generations of its proponents. This, too,
may provide a model.
For Lynn Penrod, exploration is central to the activity of the
humanist, implying both new terrain and the redrawing of old political,
as well as geographical, boundaries. This newness is epitomized, for
example, in the rise of cultural studies, providing a different paradigm
for the traditional disciplines of language, literature, history, and
philosophy. It is also manifest in the necessity of involving the human
sciences in scientific or technological innovation if humankind is to
survive its own inventiveness. Besides this radical novelty - rethinking
disciplines, coping with the never before known or seen - there are
the changes wrought by different societal demands and resourcing. It
is not altogether clear how humanists will keep their footing even as
they carry out their essential task of exploration.
T S Eliot's image of the still point in the turning world provides
another angle on the role of the humanities in the modern university:
less mover than centre or nucleus from which all movement is
vii
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contemplated. Harold Coward, scholar in psychology, philosophy, and
religion, has drawn on his experience directing research institutes to
assemble teams to address problems that demand a multi- or
interdisciplinary perspective. With his assistance, a group of molecular
biologists, for example, developed ways of bringing their accumulated
experience, in addition to quantitative data, to bear on issues facing
their discipline. It is possible, Coward asserts, and may be necessary
to make policy recommendations in a sound ethical context while
waiting for definitive data.
But does this approach to the role of the humanities in contemporary
society relegate humanists to chiefly an ancillary role? During Harold
Coward's generation of students, such studies were seen as central,
imparting a courage and conviction that may well be lost - or at least
not nourished - in the "new" research environment of which Lynn
Penrod speaks. The impact of the utilitarian cast/challenge/bias, felt
most acutely, she suggests, in the humanities, may well change Eliot's
still centre to William Butler Yeats' centre that cannot hold, where, in
the words of the poet, things fall apart - and post-industrial chaos, if
not Yeats' "mere anarchy," is loosed upon the world.
Possibly, the survival of the humanities depends upon their following
an expansionist track in a reductionist world: embracing diversity,
learning to communicate broadly, becoming expert at all kinds of
collaboration. Harry Arthurs appears to doubt the efficacy of this route,
and explicates convincingly the positive side of the terms 'elitist,'
'subversive,' and 'irrelevant' as applied by unsympathetic government to
universities in general, arguably with the humanities particularly in
mind.
In the present environment of doing more with less, and doing the
measurable, countable, applicable thing, maybe it is the responsibility
of the humanist not to cooperate, most especially not to be "standby
consultant," let alone full-fledged collaborator. Financially and politically
marginalized as humanities have been, if we accept Arthurs' reading,
despite their best efforts to adapt, the most important action may be
to sound the alarm. This is not, then, the sacrifice of the rearguard,
Roland-style, for the sake of the ruler's ultimately victorious army, but
instead a warning that what threatens the study of literature, language,
and philosophy in time threatens all independent study. One hesitates
to push the analogy further, since it was treachery from within that
doomed the rearguard!
For Janice Newson, the universities have already all but lost the
fight. With partnership as the modus vivendi, managerialism dominating
decision-making within the institution, strategic planning a cover for
remaking the university in order to survive cost-cutting and promote
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economic goals, the previously distinctive mission of the university is
obscured to the point of disappearance. The institution becomes just
another business organization with goods and services to sell. Are there
no workable alternative models out there?
Despite the suggestion that the humanities are in trouble, Arthurs
considers their scholarship to be especially exciting at present, and
some of it revolutionary. He then challenges humanists to correct the
number-dominated course the universities seem to be on, and implicity,
the domination of decision-making by all too numerate university
administration. All discourse and experience is but text, after all, and
who if not the post-modern humanist is adept at reading diverse texts?
Newson, too, challenges anyone who acts on the basis of commitment
to being human and to human interests, to critique instruction centred
on technology, service linked to corporate advantage, and the kind of
stewardship represented by managerialism.
Meanwhile, one model for transforming the academy has been
unfolding in what Catharine Stimpson describes as three successive
waves of women's studies within the more comprehensive narrative of
education especially as it relates to women. By her own admission,
Stimpson is better placed to speak for the "second-wavers" than the
third - for those who revived the nineteenth-century drive toward
access but extended it in an effort to transform education. Her student
successors, having inherited the earlier gains, look beyond the personal
narrative or voice in a complex search for a more inclusive, communal
identification: autonomy, yes, but also citizenship in economic
community. While warning against expecting too much of the women's
studies model - making it bear an impossible dream of human working
together - Stimpson is still encouraged by achievements to believe
that a "rewriting of the narrative of modernity" along better, more
inclusive lines is possible.
Could humanists but take faith from the multifarious invention of the
last thirty years or so that is contemporary women's studies, perhaps
it would be possible to reinvent a comprehensive academe. After all, it
was inadequacy in knowledge, as Stimpson notes, that gave rise to
explicitly women's studies in the first place. May it not be a failure to
involve the humanities integrally in the learning process that besets the
university of the present day?

Lois Smedick
Department of English
University of Windsor

EXPLORING THE HUMAN DIMENSION:
HUMANITIES RESEARCH AND THE UNIVERSITY OF THE FUTURE
Lynn Penrod

I am delighted to share with you some of my thoughts on what I've
chosen to call exploring the 'human dimension' as that concept relates
to the very extensive subjects of the humanities, research in the
humanities, and the university of the future. My title is borrowed from
an award-winning publication of the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada, of which, as you know, I am the current
president. I hope that it captures, at least in part, the essence of what
I believe to be the future directions of humanities research as we move
as a society toward the twenty-first century.
I must confess that I am torn, as I was torn during the preparation
of this talk, between speaking to you as Lynn Penrod, president of
SSHRC, or as Lynn Penrod, humanist. I should hasten to reassure you
that most of the time those two entities do indeed coincide within me,
but I'd certainly be radically deforming the truth if I didn't confess to
having some pretty spirited, sometimes dissenting, dialogue between
Madame la Presidente and Just Plain Humanist Lynn· from time to time.
I'll try to indicate where these discussions or divergences occur as I'm
speaking - and I do hope you'll remember that any controversial
statements I may make belong solely to the Humanist and not to the
President!
To return, however, to my title, "Exploring the Human Dimension."
It seems to me that many of the basic characteristics and activities of
the humanities have to do with exploration. My own reading habits are
perhaps illustrative of this point. Even a cursory examination of the
books assembled on my office desk (and on my worktable across the
room and on the shelves of the president's bookcase) and of the books
on my bedside table at home (and the piles of them on the floor in
virtually every room) would certainly give the visitor from another world
a sense of total bewilderment. At home, I note two mysteries by
Frances Fyfeld, Deborah Tannen's Talking from 9 to 5, and the latest
number of Canadian Children's Literature perched precariously atop a
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stack which includes Jerome Bruner's On Knowing: Essays for the Left
Hand, Michael Berube and Cary Nelson's Higher Education Under Fire:
Politics, Economics, and the Crisis of the Humanities, James Belasco's
Teaching the Elephant to Dance: The Managers Guide to Empowering
Change, and Deirdre Bair's biography of AnaYs Nin. My collection at the
office is even more eclectic - everything from The Death of Old Man
Rice by this year's Molson Prize winner Martin Friedland and Women
Lawyers: Rewriting the Rules by Mona Harrington
(reflecting, I
suppose my training in law) to (and this is rather embarrassing, I
confess) a copy of In the Kitchen with Rosie (reflecting, I suspect, my
humanist's eternally optimistic belief that answers to everything,
including a rapidly expanding waistline after a year as a granting council
president, can be found within the pages of a book). My reading, like
that of many of my fellow humanists, has long been and continues to
be extraordinarily wide-ranging and, indeed, exploratory.
My research interests, as well, have always contained an element
of the exploratory. I have worked, as you have already heard, in the
areas of women's writing, literary translation, feminist theory, children's
liter-ature, adoption law, and the interrelationships of literature and law.
I have been keenly interested in the juxtaposition of different methodological approaches and have always worked, whenever possible, in a
multidisciplinary and collaborative fashion.
The word human, too, perhaps merits a bit of gloss. As you may be
aware, my job as president of SSHRC requires me to work and live in
both of Canada's official languages, and I confess to having developed
quite a fondness over the past little while for the French rendering of
"humanities and social sciences" as the more graceful, and more accurate, in my view, term of sciences humaines. Indeed, the human sciences remain, in my opinion, the bedrock of all research, for nothing no discovery of technology, no miracle of medical science - can be
conceived of without its human context, its human dimension. Indeed,
if the human aspect is obliterated, forgotten, or neglected in some way,
we know such an omission will return to haunt us.
Of course, what I am addressing is not simply the exploration of the
human dimension within the world of humanities research, but the
exploratory role of the humanist researcher and of humanist research
within the larger context of the university. All of us are concerned with
humanities research, and explorations within the humanities are vitally
bound up with the future of the university itself.
The late Bill Readings of the University of Montreal has written that
"the American university faculty has been defined as a loose association of people united by a common interest in parking," an assertion
which we can perhaps take up later. However, Readings has also
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pointed, more importantly, to a 'strange contemporary coincidence' involving a 'simultaneous decline and rise' which we humanists ignore at
our peril. He asserts:
On the one hand, there is the decline in the power of the university as
an institution over the public sphere, with the concomitant elimination
of the intellectual as a public figure ... On the other hand, there is the
recent rise of the quasi-discipline of 'cultural studies' within the
university, which promises to install a new paradigm for the humanities
that will either unite the traditional disciplines (this is Antony Easthope's argument) or replace them (this is Cary Nelson's argument) as
the living centre of the intellectual inquiry, restoring the social mission
of the university. 1

I believe that Readings' position regarding this simultaneous rise and fall
is accurate and certainly deserving of public debate. How have they
already manifested themselves within the research enterprise in
Canadian universities?
Over the past ten years, the university research enterprise has evolved significantly in response to external forces and pressures as well
as to the changing dynamics of the knowledge-building process. We
have witnessed new trends in scholarship, science policy, and research
funding.
However, as all of you are painfully aware, the foremost external
pressure on research is economic. It has shaken our traditional approach to research by stressing new factors such as cost-effectiveness,
the applicability of results, intellectual and financial accountability, partnerships with industry and other potential users of research, and so on.
The new Canada social transfer system will combine payment for
post-secondary education with health and welfare, with the federal
government projecting that the total amount transferred will fall by
seven billion by 1997-98. This is a major source of concern to all of us
who are vitally interested in the capacity of universities to continue to
fulfil their basic missions of teaching and research.
Shrinking contributions from traditional sources have forced researchers to become more creative and to seek out a broader range of external sources of funding - from industry, business, private foundations, or other government sources, to name but the most common.
In fact, the various granting institutions have been emphasizing, and
building into their programmes, the importance of striking financial

1
Bill Readings, "The University without Culture?" New Literary History 26
(1995): 466-67.
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partnerships - especially with industry. Moreover, recent major public
investments in research have focused on strengthening the Canadian
industrial base. For example, increasing the transfer of knowledge and
the marketing of new technologies have been key dimensions of the
Networks of Centres of Excellence programme. More and more, universities are seen as major partners of government and industry in the
achievement of economic growth and the fulfilment of ·specific social
agendas. In this context, researchers are expected to provide knowledge for policy-making and for problem-solving.
But in addition to contending with shrinking resources and new
socio-economic objectives, researchers must also respond to increasing
demands for accountability, both financial and intellectual. As resources
become ever more scarce, decision-makers and the general public increasingly want to assess the return on their investment in graduate
training and in research, with a more or less distant view to adjusting
and fine-tuning Canada's national science and technology priorities.
This new research environment is extremely competitive,
demanding, and production-driven. Researchers are aware that they
must be in-creasingly productive. Universities face increasingly
diversified tasks at a time when, paradoxically, they are constantly
reminded that they should focus to a greater extent on the most basic
aspect of their mandate - training.
The current external pressures on the research environment have a
dual impact on research in general and in particular on research in the
human sciences.
On the one hand, the external pressures underscore the importance
of research and of its critical social impact. They not only provide a
meeting ground for academic researchers and other sectors of society,
but also bring the best minds to work toward broad societal objectives.
As well, they foster the development of a research-society interface
which is based on intellectual and financial partnerships and
knowledge-transfer activities.
On the other hand, by its frequent emphasis on measurable results
and short-term objectives, the new research enterprise can easily take
on a utilitarian cast which challenges the basic traditional mission of
the university and, by extension, the humanities as the core of liberal
arts education. This utilitarian challenge is directed at both training and
research as well as the intrinsic worth of working toward the advancement of knowledge for its own sake. I would like to suggest that the
impact of this utilitarian bias is felt more acutely in the human sciences
and most particularly in the humanities - which in the minds of many
are not well equipped to respond to the 'new challenges' of science.

Exploring the Human Dimension

5

In many universities, the social sciences and, perhaps to a greater
extent, the humanities, tend to fall out of the limelight with preferential
attention given to the more economically and politically 'profitable'
fields. For example, approximately eighty-five percent of all part-time
(as opposed to tenure track) professors and lecturers work in the
human sciences, even though these disciplines have been attracting
approximately seventy percent of university students since the end of
the seventies. 2
We must clearly recognize, continue to stress, and actively promote
the importance of the human sciences and of their potential contributions both to the new research environment and to the healthy future
of the university itself. We must also make it possible for the humanities to be a full-fledged component of this environment.
Innovation, that word so dear to experts in science policy development, is, after all, a dynamic, social process. Recent history has taught
us that innovation can only be truly successful if it builds on a strategic
framework, taking into account all aspects of a highly complex psychosocial, cultural, political, legal, ethical, economic, and environmental
context. We can no longer afford to overlook this, and we must make
sure that the human sciences - the humanities as well as the social
sciences - are not left out of the innovation process.
Thus far, I have been discussing the pressures or the forces for
change which have influenced the university research environment from
outside. Yet, of course, we all know that universities are suffering from
pressures from within as well. Internal forces at work within the university environment include many which are fairly new·. Others, perhaps,
have always existed, albeit more subtly, but have become more
prevalent and obvious of late. Still others stem from the intellectual
dimensions of the research process itself. Let me offer a few examples.
•

Within the university research community, we have seen an increasing diversification of models and approaches - both to
scholar-ly investigation and to the communication of results.

•

We have observed what might be deemed a proliferation of new
fiefds of study or specialization accompanied by an ever-growing
questioning of the traditional boundaries assigned to most disciplines
within the humanities as well as within the social sciences or the
natural sciences or the medical sciences.

2

Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, Evaluation and

Statistics, 1994.
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•

We have observed and are constantly observing the development of
multi- and interdisciplinary and collaborative approaches to research
problems in areas as diverse as philosophy, literature, history, and
languages.

•

We have seen, even within the disciplinary bou.n daries of the
humanities, an expanding interest of researchers and students in a
greater range of research objectives and, especially, in new forms
of applied research, or what I prefer to call policy-related research,
in areas linked to social and economic goals.

•

In conjunction with the proliferation of new fields of study within
the humanities has come a growing concern for the revitalization of
most disciplines who find their homes within the boundaries of the
humanities.

These observed tendencies are increasingly fostered by enhanced
opportunities for collaboration and communication. Greater potential for
long-distance and international collaboration and networking exist within the world of research in the humanities mainly as a result of advances in electronic technology and the growth in intra- and interinstitutional research programmes, centres, and institutes.
The transformed environment for humanities research both within
and outside the university has made the position of the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council one of change agent. Obviously, the
systematic harnessing and channelling of these forces in the same direction as changes in the research environment entails setting up or adjusting various mechanisms and incentives. At SSHRC, while maintaining our commitment to support basic research and graduate
training, we have also expanded upon our current five-year plan by
gearing our new, and indeed some of our well-established programmes
to new forms of knowledge production and to promising trends in the
social sciences and humanities research both here and abroad.
We have done this by promoting, first of all, a stronger and more
active collaboration among researchers through teamwork and networking. This is one of the most promising routes for making headway
at a time when the quantity and variety of information, as well as the
complexity of research issues, are continually expanding. Collaborative
work should, of course, complement more traditional and individual
approaches to research problems.
We also, in recent years, attempted to make the case for inter
disciplinary and multidisciplinary research. These intellectual research

h
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modalities are vitally needed in order to counterbalance the effects of
specialization and the ongoing proliferation of disciplines, as well as
tackle more efficiently and thoroughly the increasing breadth and basic
inter-relatedness of contemporary issues and problems.
We have also attempted to foster, where possible, new intellectual
and financial partnerships. Partnerships are essential, not only from a
financial point of view, but also in order to bring academics (yes,
humanists, too!) closer to the community. Partnerships often allow for
a better match between the interests of researchers and the needs of
a society; they can also facilitate the transfer of knowledge to potential
users of research results. ·
And, finally, we are increasingly attempting to promote international
collaboration in humanities research. This type of collaboration is in our
view indispensable since, after all, scientific activities, like many others,
are affected by the accelerating trends towards globalization. Researchers cannot afford to be out of touch with science and the humanities
in other countries and - this is perhaps more difficult, but no less
crucial - in other societies and cultures, which can and do offer us
different and complementary forms of expertise.
Basically, this new orientation of our programmes at SSHRC has
reflected the fact that there exists and that there is a need for a broad
spectrum of intellectual contributions, of research practices and
objects, of conceptual and methodological approaches, and of
communication goals and mechanisms in the social sciences and the
humanities. These comprise individual and collaborative efforts,
disciplinary and interdisciplinary work, and basic, applied, and policyrelevant research. This broader spectrum also encourages the building
of better bridges between the research community and the society
through a more effective and efficient transfer of knowledge to
potential users.
In the Council's next five-year plan, which we currently have in draft
form, we hope to build on these strategic orientations and emphasize
a number of key issues that need to be promoted systematically if
humanities research is to progress in the prevailing socio-economic and
intellectual climate. In turn, we are committed to encouraging such research activities and modalities through a diversified and more flexible
programme structure, a structure which should ideally promote
innovation in humanities research and allow humanities researchers to
take advantage of unique opportunities. In reviewing our own policy
activities, we have aimed for a fine balance between a developmental
role - that is, identifying new directions, priorities, and initiatives for
the humanities and social sciences - and a sustaining role - that is,
building on current strengths.

8
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However, I am sure that the humanists among you are all asking
some questions at this point. Just how well do the humanities fare in
this new . research environment? Is this the brave new world of
university research? And where do the humanities fit in the interface
between research and society?
These are certainly not new questions for humanists, and I for one
have no sure answers to offer. However, it seems clear to me that the
humanities, because of their very diversity, have an extremely
important place both within the world of research and within the
university community, and that it may indeed be humanities research
which will allow for a better research-society interface in the long term.
What do humanist researchers need to do in the new research
environment? We need, I think, to impress more actively and efficiently
upon our stakeholders (those who evaluate our research, fund our
research, participate in our research) and the general public the
intellectual and social importance and the impact of humanities
research. To do this, we must not be content with simply stating and
reiterating a fact. We need to promote the building of better links between our research community and society through a more efficient
transfer of knowledge to its potential users.
What can the granting council do to encourage and sustain
humanities research in the new research environment? Over and above
the initiatives I have already mentioned, SSHRC is also committed to
the many and varied forms of institutional collaboration. We will
continue to seek funding partnerships for initiatives likely to interest
various parties within the private and public sectors, and we will
actively promote the participation of humanists within those initiatives.
Education and training, immigration, health, bioethics, genome
research, eco-research, and technology-based learning are all potential
areas for joint initiatives - and all have potential for humanist
contributions.
And finally, in the area of integrity and accountability in humanities
research, the Council wishes to cooperate with universities in promoting and monitoring integrity in scientific and scholarly research. We
now have a SSHRC-NSERC-MRC tri-council policy on integrity in
research, and SSHRC's common services agreement with NSERC
includes financial services, a situation making it easier for both counci s
to undertake common guidelines on monitoring. While I realize that it
may sound trite to discuss the role of accountability or financial
monitoring in a talk devoted to the future of humanities research in the
university, I think you should be aware that these are key issues which
arise quite often when SSHRC presidents speak with those who are not
familiar with research within our disciplines.
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Further, in respect of accountability in humanities research, SSHRC
will extend its own efforts into the intellectual realm by enhancing our
current mechanisms for the assessment of research outcomes, both in
terms of their intrinsic quality and in terms of their scholarly and social
impact. In fact, we have recently undertaken a research project of our
own, a pilot project on research outcomes in the human sciences with
a view to increasing the quality (as well as quantity) of information that
is collected in our researchers' productivity reports and entered in the
SSHRC data base (in order to diversify the spectrum of useful reports
we can easily produce). We are also committed to improving the
information, both qualitative and quantitative, that we can provide to
peer review committees as they adjudicate research applications from
humanists. In brief, we are constantly looking for new and better ways
to make SSHRC-funded research available for transfer of knowledge to
policy- and decision-makers and to other potential users. Better information allows us to use evaluation more efficiently and precisely in
tailoring our policies and programmes to the involving requirements of
a changing research environment and to respond as strategically as we
possibly can.
Finally, in terms of visibility, we of course will keep up our efforts
to ensure that SSHRC, as a depository of the interests of the social
sciences and the humanities in Canada, has a high profile within
government and with federal policy- and decision-makers - and that
it has an equally high profile within the research communities in the
other branches of knowledge, both at the national and international
levels.
Obviously, budgetary constraints may temper or curtail some of our
plans. The fourteen percent cut announced in the February 27 budget
of 1995 has already forced us to trim some grant programmes and to
phase out some infrastructure programmes. Basically, however, our
philosophy with respect to budget reductions has been to protect and
maintain our core programmes by making cuts selectively and
judiciously in areas less critical to our mandate.
What then, more precisely, will be the role of humanities research
in the university of the future? Where will the humanities live within the
university of the future?
I am optimistic that scholars in the humanities will continue to promote their disciplines by assertively showing modern humanism at its
best - combining an open, inquisitive, critical mind and an energetic
commitment to scholarship. Thus, this combination will transcend the
confines of their own discipline and reach out to people both in the
university and the world outside.
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I do not need to remind my fellow humanists that in our highly technological world, one which is often focused primarily on material gains
and utilitarian goals, the pursuit of intellectual and cultural enlightenment is hot always appropriately recognized. There exists, even in the
scientific community itself, a narrow view which ignores the vital role
of training and research in the humanities, which fails to recognize how
they help shape our thoughts and actions and how they serve to guide
and inspire the society in which we live.
It is a view that undercuts some of humanity's greatest achievements in the arts, philosophy, and literature, achievements which
continue nonetheless to provide a focal point for society's deepest reflections about itself. It also fails to take into account the remarkably
dynamic activities we are witnessing in virtually all areas of the humanities. Many disciplines are re-examining their purpose, seeking renewal
and continuing relevance while maintaining their age-old quest for
knowledge. As teachers and researchers, scholars are bringing to their
search an increased concern for accessibility, as well as a greater openness to interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approaches. They are beginning to work more collaboratively where possible, both with
colleagues and with students.
In addition, I should remind us that the humanities continue to be a
major attraction for young minds. It is the only field which has seen a
doubling of full-time enrolments over the last decade. Surely this tells
us something about humanistic richness and about the capacity to
enhance our understanding of the human condition by providing critical
answers to fundamental questions about our place and purpose in the
circle of life. It is interesting to note, perhaps, that the highest
percentage of postgraduate unemployment is not in the humanities, but
among physics majors.
Although I believe these trends hold much promise for the future of
the humanities, other changes are cause for concern. We are
witnessing a tendency toward reductionist thinking about the role of
our universities. Inspired by the private sector, focusing essentially,
sometimes solely, on economic goals, such thinking promotes the
production of knowledge that holds potential for technological transf ers
and commercial applications. Reduced to that alone, it is an approach
which threatens the fundamental mission of the university and raises
serious questions regarding the future of the human sciences and the
important social role they perform.
As the foundations of our collective conscience and of our evolution
as individuals and societies, the humanities must remain central to
university life. It seems to me that universities foster a healthy sense
of change by broadening our knowledge of, and deepening our
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sensitivity toward, humanity and the cultural and intellectual traditions
which give it breadth and substance. And the promotion of such
knowledge and sensitivity comes primarily from the humanities and
from study and research in philosophy, classics, history, languages,
linguistics, and literature.
I believe that, for the process of change, especially technological
change, to be ultimately beneficial instead of damaging, it must be
guided by our deepest understanding of ourselves as human beings and
of our place withing the broader web of life. Such is the vital contribution of the humanities - a fountainhead from which springs awareness and understanding about that which drives the forces of change,
namely human beings.
What is the challenge, then, to the community of humanities
research, to universities, and to SSHRC?
In the context of increasing globalization, a major challenge faced by
the research community is to deal with the social, religious, cultural,
ethnic, political, and economic diversity of the 'global human
environment.' There are two facets to this diversity.
One facet is the diversity of the people about whom research is
being carried out. This requires enlightenment from a number of
disciplines and from many countries. It also calls for meaningful
partnerships with the major stakeholders and potential users of its
results, including the governments of the various countries.
Although well-grounded in this first facet of human diversity, the
need for collaboration can easily be frustrated by its second facet,
namely that of the very people who carry out · the research researchers from many disciplines, countries, traditions, and outlooks.
Not surprisingly, attaining true collaboration among researchers,
institutions, and countries is one of the major challenges faced by
research, more so where deeper linguistic and sociocultural differences
among collaborators mount major blocks to communication - and, of
course, that is most surely true of the humanities.
Some solutions to this problem can perhaps be found in
interdisciplinary collaboration, particularly among the disciplines on
either side of the natural dichotomy between the social sciences and
the humanities, with the traditional specialists working in the
humanities (for instance, in languages, literature, history, art, and
ethics), and the less traditional, perhaps more strategy-oriented
specialist found in the social sciences (for instance, political science,
economics, business, sociology). Part of the challenge, of course, lies
in strengthening the links and bridges between the two and discovering
ways in which our research can become more problem-driven rather
than discipline-driven.
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These considerations on interdisciplinarity also point to something
we at SSHRC have been stressing for a number of years: the need for
an interdisciplinary component in both undergraduate and graduate
programmes at universities. This component would enhance students'
awareness for the need for, and the advantages and constraints of,
interdisciplinary collaboration in handling the complex issues facing
humanity today and tomorrow.
For, after all, the object of the social science and humanities is
human diversity, and understanding this diversity is one of the steps
toward establishing the new global community as we set the course for
research in the years to come.
But we must never forget the important role played by the universities themselves in all this. What I hope I have conveyed to you is that
the new 'research environment' I have described shakes the very
foundation of the knowledge-building enterprise. A critical matter for
both universities and granting councils is to reach a fine balance
between the intellectual requirements of science (defined in the
broadest terms) and the new socio-economic context in which it must
evolve, between the crucial and complementary tasks of advancing
knowledge and contributing to socio-economic progress.
With respect to the human sciences, SSHRC cannot be alone in
promoting research activities. Universities have a major role to play,
both within their walls and outside, by reaching out to decision-makers,
potential users, and the general public.
We must not lose sight of the fact that universities do not derive
their social purpose only from their faculties of natural science and
engineering or from their professional faculties. The human sciences,
the humanities, have a key societal role to play, and universities must
strive to maximize their contribution to knowledge and practice in the
spheres of human and social activity.
To this end, universities must actively promote social science and
humanities research in order to ensure researchers in these disciplines
enjoy work environments which compare to those of researchers in the
natural and health sciences. The university must show genuine interest
for social science and humanities research, promote the human
sciences in the public and the private sectors, and make sure that
social science and humanities research gets its due share of internal
university funds.
And, outside the academic community, university administrators
have a crucial role to play in convincing governments, politicians, and
the general public that research is essential to our country's prosperity
and future. It is vital that they speak out about the specific outcomes
and benefits of research in general in order to dispel the basic
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misunderstandings that lead people to ridicule research activities and
to call into question whether research - research in all branches of
knowledge - is worth doing at all. The most recent evidence tells us
that much work remains to be done in this respect.
Universities share in the common responsibility of spreading the
word about the value of what we - researchers, universities, granting
councils - do and should continue to do. Without their active
involvement in this effort, our message will not be as strong as it
should be.
In the final analysis, it is more than a simple matter of survival for
researchers, universities, and granting councils. It is a matter of
progress, prosperity, and well-being for our country, now and in the
years to come.

TECHNICAL FIXES AND OTHER PRIORITIES OF THE
CORPORATE-LINKED UNIVERSITY: THE HUMANISTS' CHALLENGE
Janice Newson
We know that the universities are in crisis and are attempting to ride
out the storm by aligning themselves with various corporate interests.
That is short sighted and self destructive. From the point of view of
their obligation to society, it is simply irresponsible. 1

Introduction
In spite of the fact that it has been the focus of my research and
scholarly work for the past ten years, preparing this particular essay on
the future of the university has not been easy. It is not that the topic
is not intellectually challenging or practically relevant. Indeed, it is both
timely and significant not only to those of us who carry on our
vocations and professions within universities, but also to our society at
large. John Ralston Saul (quoted above) forcefully confronts us with
the university's link to society at large: the society that provides the
funds to maintain universities, and in return, that reaps certain benefits
from them. But also, the society that, in a profoundly qualitative sense,
has been and is being deeply affected by their presence.
The reasons for the difficulty I have experienced are worth
mentioning because they figure substantively in the way I will be
addressing the topic. First, my scholarly work on the Canadian
university since World War II - particularly, since the early 1970s has always been contextualized by institutional crisis. But over the past
year or so, the sense of crisis has extended to the point that several
commentators, some with enthusiasm and others with foreboding, have
speculated about the continued viability of this long-standing social
institution. For, as many of us within the academy know, an avalanche

1

John Ralston Saul, The Unconscious Civilization: The 1995 Massey Lectures
(Toronto: Anansi Press, 1995), 173.
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of challenges that are serious and multidimensional have come down on
the university: material challenges, in the sense that the financial
resources available to already under-funded universities are dramatically
diminishing; political challenges, in the sense that the authority to
establish the objectives and modus operandi of universities is
increasingly being claimed by so-called stake-holders whose interests
lie outside the academic community itself; and ideological challenges,
insofar as the very idea of what a university should be and the
objectives that it should serve, have become the subject of serious
rethinking both from within and without the campus community. To
speak of the future and the university in the same sentence is to
confront the question of whether the university - at least the
university as we know it - will continue to be in that future.
And this has given rise to a second difficulty. As the sense of
institut.ional crisis has deepened, demoralisation, disintegration, and
fragmentation have pervaded campus life. As a member of one campus
community, and as someone who, through my research interests, is
constantly in touch with campus communities across the country, it is
hard to avoid becoming trapped in these conditions and caught up in
the feelings that they generate. After all, my writing on the university
has represented a view 'from within' the academy, and it has often been
specifically directed toward other members of the campus community. 2
In other words, it represents an attempt to collect and interpret the
experience of 'the inside' to 'the inside.' 3 But when one's own academic

2
Although much scholarly literature on the university is written by universitybased academics, it does not necessarily claim the perspective of 'an insider'
view. Instead, it adopts the perspective of 'objective observer' or 'specialist'
presenting a variety of viewpoints - the public, government ministries, society
at large, students, faculty members, etc. As well, academics often address their
work, not to other academics whose experiences they are trying to interpret,
but rather to other academic specialists who share their intellectual interest, or
to policy makers, or even to the general public. I characterize my own work as
a self-conscious attempt to formulate an 'insider' position insofar as it
incorporates the perspective of someone who shares the interests and
commitments of members of the academy and who evaluates various changes
and pressures in relation to those interests and commitments.
3

1t is not the only possible interpretation 'from the inside to the inside.'
Although some recent interpretations identify the same features of
demoralisation, disintegration, and fragmentation, they differ in terms of the
meaning and/or 'causes' of these features. For example, J Fekete's Moral Panic:
Biopolitics Rising (Montreal: R Davies Publishing, 1994) attributes the
university's current malaise to what he refers to as the emergence of
'biopolitics.'
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life is also invaded by the demoralization, disintegration, and
fragmentation that looms so close at hand, it is a considerable challenge
to find the ground within the academy from which to speak spiritedly
and hopefully about its future.
On the other hand, one of the purposes of knowledge is to
enlighten. And the knowledge that I have acquired through my studies
of the university during crisis times represents an attempt to gain an
understanding of, and develop a perspective on, the seemingly
inevitable, often confusing and overwhelming events that appear to be
disrupting and transforming our institutions of higher learning and our
ways of life within them. The understanding and broadened perspective
that such intellectual work can promote are valuable not only as ends
in themselves, but also as aids in helping us to plot our own course of
action through these times, even to intervene in them. And although
demoralisation, disintegration, and fragmentation make for hard times
in which to plot a course of action, they also impress upon us the need
for one. Without a course of action, we will certainly be swept along
by powerful forces that operate beyond our control.
I remember confronting the same concerns ten years ago when my
colleague Howard Buchbinder and I first began to write about the
situation facing the university: how to gain an understanding and
perspective on what was happening to the university in order to not be
swept along by forces that appeared to be beyond our control.
Buchbinder and I began to construct a 'from the inside for the inside'
analysis and critique of changes that had taken place in the Canadian
university since the late 1960s through the 1980s, to demonstrate to
our colleagues a need for action, for vigilance, indeed for a focused
resistance, if fundamental - and potentially detrimental - changes in
the nature of the university and its role in society were to be prevented.
Looking back from the vantage point of 1995, however, that which
we put forward as prescient in the changes that we described has now
either been realized or is increasingly being realized at many universities
across the country. That universities should partner up with
corporations and turn their energies and resources toward helping to
promote economic competitiveness and technological innovation is no
longer a contending proposition being advocated by a small group of
policy lobbyists; it has become the virtually unified policy mantra of
university administrations, government ministries, research councils,
4
and even organizations like the Social Sciences Federation of Canada.

4

As of January 1, 1 996, amalgamated with the Humanities Federation of
Canada.
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Moreover, many changes in the structures and practices of universities
that we saw as necessary to accommodate this new mandate have
now become institutionally entrenched. Most important, in spite of our
attempt to instigate an effective intervention, this (arguably)
fundamentally transformed university - what I refer to as 'the
corporate-linked university' 5 - has been and is being brought into
reality with very little resistance from 'the inside.'
On the surface, it is easier to account for the increasing realization
of the corporate-linked university than it is to account for the lack of
resistance to it. After all, the corporate-linked university has been
heavily promoted from outside the academy by some very powerful
agents: the Corporate Higher Education Forum, the (now defunct)
Science Council of Canada, the Canadian Manufacturers Association,
the Business Council on National Issues, and the World Bank, just to
name a few. Moreover, from around the mid-1980s onward, provincial
and federal governments have altered research and higher education
funding policies in ways that have facilitated the development of the
corporate-linked university. But precisely because the corporate-linked
university has been constructed within existing universities, it seemed
reasonable to expect, as Buchbinder and I did, that members of the
academic community would become actively concerned about, if not
resistant to, this shift of direction. After all, a significant if not
transformative pattern of institutional change has occurred over a
relatively short period of time. And in many ways, these changes
sharply contrast both the idea and the practices of the university that
preceded them, the university in which most current members of the
academy began their careers.
But instead of viewing as enigmatic the institutional changes on the
one hand and the relative absence of resistance to them on the other,
I want to display them as aspects of a whole integrated account. That
is, I want to display how the university has come to be a significant

5
By 'corporate-linked university' I am referring both to a reconceptualization,
that is, collection of related concepts and rationales which are embedded in
policy documents and position papers; and to a material expression of it, that
is, an array of new university-corporate structures and linking practices. See J
Newson "Subordinating Democracy: the Effects of Fiscal Retrenchment and
University-Business Partnerships on Knowledge Creation and Knowledge
Dissemination in Universities," Higher Education 27 (1994): 141-61; and
"Constructing the 'Post-industrial University': the Institutional Effects of Budgetbased Rationalization and University-Corporate Linkages in Canada" in The
Funding of Higher Education, eds. Philip Altbach and Bruce Johnstone (New
York: Garland Publishers, 1994).
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agent of its own transformation. In so doing, I am challenging the
implicit if not explicit assumption of many scholarly and journalistic
accounts that universities are relatively powerless in relation to the
societal pressures that surround them. This assumption is implied
whenever the university is viewed as being passively transformed from
the outside by whatever winds of change blow across its borders.
Instead, I proceed on a contrary assumption, that the university is a
powerful social institution which helps to construct the very social,
political and economic forces to which, paradoxically, it also responds. 6
I adopt this position not out of theoretical orthodoxy nor of following
intellectual fashion, but rather because, in the stages of change over
the past two to three decades that I have been examining, the
university has been a prominent and necessary actor in what has taken
place. I now turn to this agency of the university.

The Transforming University
As I have suggested elsewhere, we can view the development of the
university from the post World War II period onward as a journey
toward a post-industrial condition. 7 By post-industrial condition, I don't
mean the inevitable result of logically unfolding social, cultural, and
technological processes, as is argued in the classic work on postindustrialism by Daniel Bell. Rather than seeing it as a necessary and
determined future, I view post-industrialism as an anticipated and
chosen condition that is rooted in a number of assumptions. Bell's
account of the post-industrial condition and its implications for the
university is briefly described in one of my previous papers as follows:

6

1 am not denying that the university operates in the context of forces that
reside in other spheres of society. Rather, I am attempting to dislodge the often
taken-for-granted stance that the university is unable to control what is
happening to it and is only able to accommodate to external pressures. Such
a stance either resists assuming responsibility for what happens or is politically
disempowering. I am also rejecting a cause-effect model of analysis in favour
of a model which allows for interaction and mutual re-enforcement, as well as
conflict and contradiction, among the various social processes that are at work.
7
See J Newson, "The University of the 1990s: Harbinger of the PostIndustrial State?" (presented to the Canadian Sociology and Anthropology
Association Meetings, University of Prince Edward Island, June 1992); and
"Subordinating Democracy: The Effects of Fiscal Retrenchment and UniversityBusiness Partnerships on Knowledge Creation and Knowledge Dissemination in
Universities," Higher Education 27 (1994): 141-61.
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Bell envisages a configuration of specific changes in the
. economy, technology and occupational structure." 8
These changes arise because of the increasing " ... centrality
of theoretical knowledge as the source of innovation and of
. policy formation for society." 9 Post industrial society is
organized, not around machines and the production of
commodities through coordinated labour, but rather around
knowledge and knowledge production. " ... the normative
centre of society shifts toward the ethos of science." 10
The post-industrial vision is one that is technologically
driven, technologically-based, and technology-enhancing. Bell
argues that post-industrial societies will have a unique
capacity for self-direction because new modes of
technological forecasting will provide the means for planning
and controlling technological growth, which is assumed to be
the primary agent of social change.
Universities and research institutes are assigned an increasingly central role in the post-industrial order as 'axial
structures' engaged in the important task of codifying and enriching theoretical knowledge. Because, as Bell argues, "every
society now lives by innovation and growth and it is
theoretical knowledge that has become the matrix of
innovation," 11 it follows that universities in post-industrialism
will become key centres of innovation and growth. Moreover,
since theoretical knowledge "can be translated into many
different and varied circumstances," 12 the potential for
innovation and growth is endless. 13

Bell assumes that post-industrialism will be a beneficial and desirable
condition for all members of society; that it holds unqualified potential
for unlimited social progress; and hence, that its natural and inevitable
evolution from advanced industrialism should not be impeded. 14 As
these assumptions inform and direct practical action, aspects of the

8
Daniel Bell, The Coming of the Post-industrial Society: A Venture in Social
Forecasting (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 12.

9

1bid.

10

1bid.

11

lbid., 344.

12

1bid., 343.

13

Newson, "The University of the 1 990s."
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1 describe more fully and critique these assumptions in the paper from
which I have quoted.
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post-industrial condition are brought into material existence. For
example, society becomes more technologically dependent, more
technologically driven, and more oriented toward dealing with its
internal pressures and contradictions as technical problems in search of
technical solutions.
Not everyone has shared Bell's enthusiasm for post-industrialism. In
fact, a prolific literature has challenged not only Bell's formulation of the
societal trends that he sees as key facilitators of post-industrialism but
perhaps most importantly, it has challenged his optimistic predictions
of where these trends lead. In spite of this critique, many of the
assumptions on which Bell rested his argument have been and remain
the foundation of much of the higher education policy that the
university in most advanced industrial societies has been bringing into
material form. 15 In fact, at least from a retrospective position, it can be
argued that much of higher education policy over the post World War
II period has been guided by an emerging post-industrialism paradigm.
For example, it is arguable that the period of university expansion
during the late 1950s and 1960s was the initial chapter in the development of post-industrialism, insofar as it signalled the movement of the
university to the centre stage of societal development. From this more
central position, the expansionist university became, among other
things, both a site and an agent of social reconstruction. The organizational practices which were aimed toward providing broad accessibility to universities and the internal attempts to democratize traditional academic structures were as much a part of dismantling the
economically and socially restrictive character of society at large as
they were of dismantling the elitist character of the. academy.
At the same time, expansion also meant a dramatic increase in infrastructure: the number and size of institutions of higher learning greatly
increased, as did the number of personnel, both academic and
otherwise, who found their careers in these institutions; an extensive
stdte bureaucracy developed to oversee the expansion; and a multitude
of higher-education related quasi-governmental organizations appeared
on the scene which monitored, studied, analysed, and serviced various
needs of universities and their staffs. Higher education increasingly
acquired systemic features rather than existing as a collection of
relative.ly separate and autonomous institutions and the 'multi-versity'
became the predominant self-definition according to which universities
modelled their ambitions.

15

For elaboration on how Bell's assumptions are embedded in higher education policy, see the papers cited in footnote 7.
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In light of the post-industrialism thesis, it is notable that Clark Kerr's
coronation of the 'multi-versity' in the early 1960s - a concept which
resonated at the time with the emerging university in Canada stressed the centrality of universities to social and economic development. From this enlarged physical and bureaucratic space within the
state, the expanded university system reflected and helped to produce
the increased dependency of society at large on the instrumentality of
its theoretical knowledge base. 16 The multi-versity indeed aspired to be
the institution of society which produces and disseminates the
knowledge base on ~hich societal progress rests.
But how, then, might we understand the second chapter of the
story, beginning in the early-to-mid 1970s, which was marked by a
drastic reversal of public funding and the constant challenge to universities to get along with less? On the surface, it appears to contradict
the idea of the university as the axial structure of the knowledge-based
society. However, it has been a too little noted irony of this period that,
even while their financial stability has been threatened and their
scholarly objectives questioned, nevertheless the very same voices that
have led the attack have also insisted upon the university's importance
to 'wealth generation' in the context of increased global competition and
technological advances. In fact, rather than undermining the postindustrialism project, the past two decades of fiscal restraint on
universities have contained two significant moments in which the
university has actively constructed a 'technical fix' in response to the
challenges at hand. In turn, these moments have ratcheted it forward
into an ever deepening material condition of post-industrialism.
A technical fix is a pragmatic orientation in which the challenges at
hand are treated as pressures which need to be reduced by whatever
means can be employed. In other words, a technical fix addresses the
pressure that the challenges may produce and seeks to eliminate it,
rather than confronting or engaging with the content or substance of
the challenges themselves as anything other than technical problems.
Technical fixes may or may not be successful at eliminating or reducing
the pressure, and they may succeed only temporarily. But in spite of
not being oriented toward the substance of the challenges, technical
fixes do have substantive consequences. Their substantive consequences, however, are often unanticipated because the fix is not
oriented toward substance in the first place. Moreover, the fix may
create the conditions for further challenges that require yet another fix.

16
0ne example is the incredible explosion during this period of credentialism
as the foundation of cultural capital.
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This spiral of adjustment, with apparently unanticipated consequences,
is an appropriate description of the course that many universities have
followed over the past two decades at least to some degree, 17 in
response to the pressures of under-funding.

Fixing the Fiscal Shortfall, Part 1
In the early to mid 1970s, the university adopted a strategy of
'budget-based rationalization' to respond to changes in governments'
funding. The aim of this strategy was to permit the university to
continue to do essentially what it had been doing - that is, mounting
programmes of teaching and research as it saw fit - but supported by
a smaller pool of funds. In order to achieve this end, it accepted and
incorporated the precept that priority must be given to managing the
budget. More than simply 'fixing' the budgetary problems, however and it can be argued that it did not even do that - this step had far
reaching institutional implications.
I have provided an elaborate account elsewhere which I will not
repeat here of how budget-based rationalization has been associated
with significant changes in the internal practices of universities. 18 I will
here emphasize two important aspects of these changes: firstly, the
shift in the exercise of power within the institution - that is, in how
and by whom decisions are made about allocating resources and setting
objectives; and secondly, the shift in the criteria on which such
decisions are based. Taken together, these institutional changes have
constituted a shift from collegial self-governance to managerialism as
the dominant mode of institutional decision-making.
By managerialism, I am referring to more than an increase in the size
and scope of the administration. I am referring more importantly to a
shift in methodology and orientation. In fact, in the 1980s, after the

17

The representation of the university that I present here is, admittedly, a
partial picture. I am not arguing that the university, or any particular university,
looks out at the world in the way I portray it here in every respect. What I
describe here is a direction and a potential that is increasingly being realized in
the material world, and as it is realized, contributes further to its realization.
Moreover, it is the representation that is put forward and advocated by those
who have the most power and influence to shape the university's future: senior
administrators, government ministry officials, and influential 'third party' lobby
groups. It is not that other possibilities are not present as much as that
financial, political, and socio-cultural resources are not being significantly
mobilized toward realizing or sustaining other possibilities.
18

See references in footnote 5.
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initial expansion of administrative offices and personnel, the policy
literature on universities substituted the term 'administration' with the
term 'management.' Whereas administration alluded to a small number
of academic leaders - a president, perhaps an academic vice-president,
and some deans - who act on, and respond to, the direction of
collegially-based academic fora like faculty councils and senates,
management provides the possibility of greater intervention into the
university's operations, including the setting of its academic priorities,
by a professional management team which sets its own agenda for the
institution. Management is more pro-active, assumes a greater degree
of institutional control, and sets strategic goals for what was often
portrayed in the organizational literature on universities as a rudderless
ship. 19
In terms of the mechanics of decision-making in managerialism, the
participation of academics and academic bodies has been increasingly
marginalized as, spurred on by the apparent need to fit the existing
pattern of a given institution's programmes into the smaller cloth of its
fiscal resources, the central administration assumes a prior
responsibility for managing the budget. Management is imbued with
ideas of technical efficiency and above all neutrality, as positive virtues
premised on a need to transcend the local interests (assumed to be selfinterests) of departments and faculties.
But more is involved here than a shift of power from the academicgovernance apparatus which is dominated by academics, to the
managerial apparatus which is dominated by organizational specialists
holding administrative office. In fact, it is characteristic that academics
and traditional academic bodies continue to be involved in decision-

19
The policy literature in the late 1970s and 1980s often represented
collegialism and the associated academic bodies as part of the problem.
Universities are described as organized anarchies which are resistant to change
and incapable of bringing their own house into fiscal and programmatic order.
One of the most forceful and influential statements of this position is George
Keller's Academic Strategy: The Management Revolution in American Higher
Education (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983). On a research
visit to universities in Great Britain in 1985 following the drastic reductions in
funding imposed by the conservative government of Margaret Thatcher,
Howard Buchbinder and I discovered that Keller's book was prominently
displayed on the shelves of almost all of the leading university administrators
with whom we spoke, even though the book had just been published and was
as yet unknown to many of our colleagues. When we asked them about the
book, they often told us that it was the new handbook for administrators for
redefining their role within the academy from one of servant of the academic
collegium to that of a pro-active manager.
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making but they, as well as the administration, increasingly employ and
rely on technocratic means that undermine the possibility of effective
interventions in decision-making by campus-based constituencies such
as the faculty, staff, or students.
For example, from the early 1980s onward, university administrations, often in alliance with Academic Senates, have initiated new
forms of 'strategic planning' as the basis for determining academic
priorities. Strategic planning relies on documentary forms of decisionmaking, such as mission statements, five-year plans, and strategic
20
position papers. Through these documentary means, collegial forms
of face-to-face debate are replaced by a process that provides only for
'input' and 'consultation' (rather than participation) on plans whose
parameters have already been established by the administrative office
or high level joint committee that constructs them.
Secondly, in terms of the substance of decision-making,
managerialism involves the increasing use of budget-sensitized criteria
- for example, cost-effectiveness, efficiency, and accountability - as
the basis for all institutional decision-making, including that which
pertains to academic and pedagogic judgements. The recent, almost
euphoric promotion of performance indicators as the method of choice
for solving the problem of quality control is a case in point.
Performance indicators are one of the instruments of managerialism
which facilitate the change in criteria. They are conceptual devices, that
is techniques, by which academic judgements become hyphenated to
measurable budget categories. They allow for the substitution of
substantive judgments that arise out of collective formulations of the
essence of an activity, with formulaic and algorithmic abstractions of
that activity that are embedded in budgetary categories and priorities.
So, for example, assessments of teaching quality and pedagogical
formats are transformed into deliberations about class size as a
quantifiable institutional fact, which can be used comparatively across
departments, faculties and even universities in association with another
fact - for example, measures of student output - to assess the costeffectiveness of a given institution's deployment of its teaching
resources.
Thus budget-based rationalization, a strategy employed in the first
instance to manage the fiscal shortfall, has effected a significant
transformation in university practices which extends beyond a mere
change in its financial operations. In a very real sense, it represents a
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1have referred in other papers to this form of decision-making. My analysis
relies on Dorothy Smith's seminal formulation of the social construction of
documentary reality.
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transformation in the way the university exists in the world, that is, in
the way that it presents itself to 'the outside' and in the way that it
engages with its own self-reflection and self-evaluation. Rather than
facing the world as a beleaguered institution whose mission is severely
jeopardized by the imposition of cost-cutting measures, the university
is presented as an efficient, accountable, and productive organization
which has successfully embodied the techniques and culture of restraint
as a means of ensuring its continued survival.

Fixing the Fiscal Shortfall, Part 2
Budget-based rationalization provided the foundation of a second
strategy for fixing the university's funding problem. 21 This second
technical fix was crafted in the early 1980s in response to a new
demand on the university to help with fixing something else - the
economy. Originally, the idea that universities should become more
collaborative with the private corporate sector was promoted as a
strategy for solving the university's fiscal problems. In other words, it
was premised on the fact that cash-poor universities, increasingly
under-funded by government, needed to develop alternative funding
sources in order to maintain their academic programmes and research
activities. Through greater collaboration with the corporate sector, it
was argued, universities would acquire new sources of funding to
counteract the effects of government under-funding, and corporations
would gain much needed expertise - a window on science - to
provide them with a competitive edge in the international marketplace.
But increasingly, that universities should become more focused on
meeting objectives that are defined, in the first instance, by the needs
of the private corporate sector, has been adopted as a good in itself
and even as a basis for redefining the role of the university in society.
For example, a report published in 1986 by the (now defunct) Science
Council of Canada suggested a new name for the new kind of
institution that was emerging under the conditions of under-funding:
namely, 'the service university.' This kind of university, the authors
argued, would replace its predecessor, the research university, insofar
as it would be more dynamically integrated with other sectors of
society, including the productive sector.
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The transformations achieved through budget-based rationalization
rendered the university more politically receptive to the corporate-linking
project. For an elaboration of this point, see J Newson and H Buchbinder, The

University Means Business: Universities, Corporations and Academic Work
(Toronto: Garamond Press, 1988).
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The Corporate Higher Education Forum, a third party organization
founded in 1983 has been perhaps the most diligent advocate of the
corporate-linking strategy. 22 The first report of the Forum written by
Stephanie Currie and Judith Maxwell, Partnership for Growth, put
forward a new agenda for Canadian universities which required much
more of them than to simply adjust to a shrinking share of public funds.
It projected into the future a new pattern of relationships and a new set
of practices for universities, to be implemented through pursuing the
path of closer collaboration with private sector corporations. As Currie
and Maxwell pointed out, for example, the culture of the university is
an obstacle to deeper engagement with the industrial culture. Without
pausing to reflect on this interesting though not surprising observation,
they argued that the university will need to alter some of its cherished
cultural traditions such as academic freedom and autonomy. In other
words, in spite of the language of partnership, their proposals required
that the university transform some of its practices and principles in
significant ways in order to accommodate to this new, pressing,
economic priority.
Thus, rather than being a simple trade-off (knowledge for cash) to
enable universities to continue with their existing mandate, the
corporate-linking strategy has at least added on, if not substituted,
another mandate for the university, namely, the mandate of promoting
economic competitiveness and technological innovation. The CurrieMaxwell proposals projected universities into a future in which they
would increasingly accommodate to the demands of corporate sector
development, recasting their research projects to enhance the
development of marketable products and processes that would provide
corporations with a competitive edge in international markets, and
reshaping their teaching programmes in ways that would primarily train
students for the new requirements of the job market.
However, corporate-linking is not a strategy that exists only as
policy talk in various reports and speeches. In fact, more significant
than the ideological rhetoric are the concrete institutional practices that
have been developed and · implemented for linking universities and
corporations: for example, partnership-based research grants in which
public monies are matched with corporate monies to fund research that
will benefit the corporate client; on-campus research parks, technology
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The original CHEF consisted of twenty-five presidents of Canadian
universities and twenty-five chief executive officers (CEOs) of the most
prominent Canadian corporations. Moreover, the agenda of the CHEF has been
continually promoted in editorials and articles in University A ffairs, the monthly
publication of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada.
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transfer centres, and centres of excellence, which are all designed to
integrate industrial and academic science; privately owned campusbased companies in which university researchers and the university
itself often hold ·shares; patenting and licensing arrangements, and
many other similar mechanisms.
Similar to budget-based rationalization, then, corporate linking has
pushed further the process of resolving the university's problem of how
to exist - that is, how to be - in a world of declining resources and
heightened challenges, through resorting to a technical fix. For even as
budget-based rationalization fostered the reliance on technologies of
management, so too corporate collaboration offered a formulaic solution
to the university's under-funding dilemmas. The idea that universities
can enter into partnerships in which knowledge is traded off for money
implies that knowledge can be bundled into neat packages and a
precise monetary value can be attached to them. To do this, practical
questions must be resolved. How much money for how much
knowledge? How is it possible to ensure that the search for knowledge
will produce a result that will be of marketable value to the client? Who
will then 'own' the knowledge that is produced? Answers to these
practical questions are worked out, not by the university community as
a whole or even by its constituent academic parts, but rather by
individual university researchers and administrations with their
corporate clients and expressed in the individual contracts that establish
various types of university-industrial linking mechanisms. Patent
agreements and the expanding jurisprudence around intellectual
property rights concretely embody the idea that knowledge can be
commodified and thus can be offered for sale and appropriated as the
protected (even private) property of an owner.
Also similar to budget-based rationalization, corporate linking is more
than a simple fix of the university's fiscal situation. 23 Corporate linking
has facilitated changes in institutional practices that are not merely addons to an institutional structure that stays intact. They represent
changes which are potentially transformative. For example, corporate
linking has facilitated significant changes in the knowledge that the
university produces and disseminates: namely, a change from producing
and disseminating knowledge which serves broadly defined social
purposes - the common good - to knowledge which is pre-designed
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1n fact, it can be argued that corporate linking has exacerbated the
university's funding problems, since more and more of its operating fund
resources support an expensive infrastructure which subsidises and underwrites
private sector research and development.
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tor specific clienteles and which serves privatized, market-oriented
purposes.
Moreover, corporate linking has facilitated a change in the
university's economic and political positioning within society at large.
In contrast to the collegially governed institutions of previous decades
which received their programmatic direction largely from political and
intellectual currents that operated within the institution, the corporatelinked university is more directly attuned to the outside 24 and is thus
responsive not only to corporate demands, but also to the
programmatic interventions of granting agencies and government
ministries. 25 In other words, the corporate-linked university is directly
plugged in to external economic and political agendas which serve as
the bases for determining its educational and research objectives.

Fixing the Fiscal Shortfall, Part 3
Since the early 1990s, the university has been engaged in yet
another round of intensified fiscal adjustments. This time, it is
restructuring that is being promoted and embraced by government
ministers, political and business leaders, and university administrators
alike as the only viable response to increased reductions in the
university's fiscal resources. In the public discourse of the times,

24
1 am not suggesting that, in previous decades, the university was
unaffected by external political, economic, and social pressures. As I argued
earlier in this paper, I view the relationship between the university and the
society of which it is a part as mutually reinforcing, in that the university both
affects, and is affected by, its societal environment. My point here, however,
is that the collegially-based self-governing university of the_ 1950s, '60s and
'70s was organized to receive direction predominantly from its internally-based
scholarly constituencies rather than from external constituencies like
government agencies, community groups, and corporations . . In fact, the
collegially-based university of that time period assumed an arm's length
relationship with political and economic powers.
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For example, through their use of managerial technologies and through
contracts that tie various types of funding to the delivery of specific kinds of
research and teaching products. (The term 'research products' was used by Dr
Lynn Penrod, President of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council, in a speech to the Social Sciences Federation in October 1 994.) Claire
Polster provides an historic account of this shift in the functions of the research
councils and in the role of government ministries in defining research priorities
in her doctoral dissertation, "Compromising Positions: The Federal Government
and the Reorganization of the Social Relations of Canadian Academic Work"
(Ph.D. diss., York University, 1994).

30 Janice Newson
'restructuring,' similar to 'managing the budget' and 'collaborating with
the corporate sector,' carries the implications of inevitability in contrast
to negotiability, of being oriented toward the future in contrast to the
past, and of flexibility and creativity in contrast to being rigid and
routinized. Those who oppose or try to resist restructuring are more
often than not dismissed as either traditionalists, anachronisms,
idealists, defeatists, fearful of change, or some combination thereof.
Yet, also similar to the previous episodes that have been discussed
here, neither the meaning nor the implications of restructuring are
explicitly defined, or carefully evaluated by its advocates in relation to
substantive criteria. 26 · Instead, restructuring is offered as another
technical fix whose positive benefits are assumed to be obvious to, and
embraced by, all.
Although it is too soon to identify with any certainty the institutional
and ideological changes that will be associated with restructured
systems of higher education, it is important to understand that the
process of restructuring will take place in institutions that have already
been transformed, to varying degrees, by budget-based rationalization
and corporate linking. Thus, in the same way that budget-based
rationalization laid a certain kind of ground from which corporate linking
could proceed, so too will restructuring proceed from within the
corporate-linked institutions that have been described in previous
sections of this essay.
And although the associated institutional changes have proceeded
in an uneven fashion, it is possible at this vantage point to identify the
potential in them for a fundamental transformation in, not only the
practices but also the very essence of the university. This change of
essence can be characterized in terms of the way that the university
produces and reproduces itself in the world: less as an institution
whose practices emerge from its distinctive educational and academic
character, and more as a business organization that delivers
prepackaged educational and research services to targeted clienteles
and markets.
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1 am borrowing Max Weber's distinction between instrumental or technical
rationality and substantive rationality. In fact, I may be overly generous in
implying that the restructuring 'cure-all ' for the university's ills may be justifiable
in terms of instrumental criteria, such as making the university more costefficient in the delivery of its services. At present, the only criterion that
appears to be of concern is the extremely narrow criterion of helping to reduce
governments' deficits. Reducing government deficits does not guarantee that
universities will in themselves become equally cost-effective to all the
constituencies (or markets) that they serve.
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To the extent that this characterization defines its orientation toward
restructuring, we can anticipate that this next stage of adjustment to
fiscal pressures will extend further the practices of budget-based
rationalization and corporate linking. For example, it is highly probable
that universities will increasingly adopt technologies of management,
such as performance indicators and other mechanisms of measuring
and evaluating their performance across departments, programmes,
faculties, universities, and even university systems, as means of
improving their own competitive edge within provincial, national, and
international markets for their services. 27
Also, university policy statements and position papers are
increasingly permeated by a language that derives its meaning from the
operations of the market and marketing, investment and investment
strategies, profitability and competitive advantage. Within the past
week, a university spokesperson on an international exchange mission
stated that Canadian universities need to establish university
recruitment centres in the Far East because they "have been losing
market share of foreign students. " 28 Arguments in support of tuition fee
increases have become uniform in singularly representing a university
education as human capital for individual students who gain competitive
economic advantages and who should, therefore, view the loans that
they have to acquire in order to pay higher tuition as financial equity,
like the equity that is acquired in a mortgage. However, this
appropriation of corporate language is not, as some argue, simply
indicative of an institution which has chosen to imitate the language of
the business community in order to improve its public image and
increase its chances of securing fiscal support. Rather, corporate
language is increasingly constitutive of the university's practices: that
is, the university has not only begun to sound like, and look like profitseeking corporations, but also it has begun to act like them. In this
sense, rather than perceiving the university as being affected by market
forces, it might be more appropriate to conceive the uni.v ersity as a
market force in and of itself.
We can, therefore, expect that restructuring within universities and
higher education systems will take a path similar to the one that
restructuring has taken in the private sector over the past decade,
including downsizing, eliminating labour-intensive production processes,

27
1 am sure I need not point out the irony that universities are becoming
isomorphic with the private corporate sector which they have been seeking to
assist.
28

William Saywell, interview by CBC News, 20 January 1996.
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and reducing labour costs through cutting back on salaries and fringe
benefits, etc. 29 One particularly critical aspect of this strategy will be
the increasing use of computerized technology as a means of delivering
educational services to a variety of markets. I have shown elsewhere
that attempts to market computerized instructional technologies in
universities were less successful when they first began in the late
1960s and 1970s than they have become in the tighter financial times
of the 1980s and 1990s. 30 In the context of restructuring, such
technologies have become an attractive means of reducing labour
costs, of limiting reliance on expensive-to-build-and-maintain
instructional buildings·, of ensuring measurable output in relation to
input and thus monitoring cost-effectiveness, etc. Precisely because the
technology is being promoted as part of a managerially-driven strategy
for reducing costs, it will primarily be oriented toward replacing rather
than assisting human designers and instructors of programmes and
courses, in other words, the teaching faculty. 31
Conclusion
The university that is foreshadowed in these changes is redolent of
the technically-oriented, technologically-driven, and technologyenhancing axial structure that Daniel Bell envisaged. But the account
offered here of how the changes have taken place is more economically
and politically nuanced than the one offered by Bell.
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John Ralston Saul's 1995 Massey Lectures are particularly critical of the
model of restructuring that has been pursued by private sector corporations
over the past decade or more. He argues that, even on its own terms,
restructuring has not worked to improve competitiveness and productivity. See
John Ralston Saul, The Unconscious Civilization: The 1995 Massey Lectures
(Toronto: Anansi Press, 1995).
30

See Janice Newson "Techno-pedagogy: A Critical Evaluation of the Effects
on the Academic Staff of Computerised Instructional Technologies in Higher
Education," Higher Education Policy 7 (1994): 37-40.
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As in the case of other claims that are associated with technical fixes,
however, it should not be assumed that computerized instruction as a
replacement for the human teaching faculty will, in fact, be cost-effective
particularly to those who will pay for these educational services. Interactive
software technologies are expensive. The technologies that universities will
need to acquire for distance learning, interactive electronic classrooms, etc., are
also expensive. As well, there are reasons for questioning the educational
effectiveness of 'teacherless learning' upon which I cannot elaborate here.
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On the one hand, the managerially-controlled, corporate-linked,
restructured university is not busily and efficiently codifying theoretical
knowledge in the service of social innovation for the benefit of all.
Instead, it is directly plugged in to the interests and agendas of
prevailing economic and political elites. On the other hand, these
changes have not arisen, in a simple way, as the logical outcomes of
an inevitably emerging post-industrialism. Rather, the path that the
university has travelled is marked by the choices that it has made in
facing the challenges before it. And in this sense, both within its own
borders and in society at large, the university has helped to construct
the very conditions of post-industrialism to which it has responded, and
continues to respond.
But who has made these choices from inside the university? It is
tempting for faculty members who feel that they no longer exercise any
significant degree of control or influence within their own campuses to
insist that the choices to which I have referred have been made by the
central administration. However, to view the agency of the university
only as an agency exercised by senior level administrators is an
incomplete picture. I referred earlier to the remarkable absence of
resistance to the changes that I have described; remarkable because the
changes have taken the university, in a relatively short time, in a
direction that is significantly at odds with the collegially-based, selfgoverning institutions in which most current faculty members began
their careers.
The relative absence of resistance is also an aspect of the
university's agency. To be sure, some of the changes that I have
described, particularly those associated with early stages of the
corporate linking project, have been invisible until quite recently to most
faculty members. 32 However, when they have been made aware of
corporate linking and of its institutional implications, faculty members
have offered a number of reasons either for not opposing it, or for
supporting it. Moreover, these reasons do not reflect impotence or
resigned passivity as much as they provide legitimacy, encouragement,
and at least an appearance of collective endorsement of the technical
fix strategies.
For example, in the course of presenting my research on corporate
linking, I have more often than not encountered responses like the

32
1n fact, during the course of a research interview, one vice-president
academic stated that discussions of some of the corporate linking projects
taking place on his campus, as well as other campuses, were not being brought
to academic senates for debate and approval, because they (members of the
senior administration) were afraid that they would be turned down.
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following. Some argue that the university is a long-standing institution
whose history and traditions serve as an inoculation against the
potentially 'corrupting' effects of university-corporate linking. At best,
they argue, corporate linking will be a minor and marginal aspect of the
university's ongoing mission, only affecting disciplines that have
traditionally pursued a more 'applied' interest or that produce knowledge
that can readily be commercialized. Moreover, since the effects of
corporate linking are limited to those disciplines that already have an
inclination toward application, it would be prudent for those areas that
can offer their services to paying clients to do so in order to maintain
the more traditional programmes along with programmes that serve the
economic and productivity needs of the corporate sector. Academics
who adopt this position view resistance and contestation as injudicious
in the present context of fiscal restraint and even as threatening to the
preservation of the highly valued, more general educational purposes of
university activity.
Others argue that, at least dating back to the establishment of the
nineteenth-century German research university, the university has
served economic objectives and has been reliant on the support of
funders, whether governments or otherwise, who have intended an
economic benefit in exchange for their financial support. The current
pressures for an increased emphasis on this exchange are an extension
of an already well-established pattern. And still others insist that the
university must adapt to changing situations and seek to be relevant to
the new realities of globalization and technological change. Contesting
or resisting the institutional changes required in order to realize these
objectives is either idealistic or reflective of an unwillingness to change,
a stubborn anti-business prejudice, or even a protectiveness of
professional privileges.
I will not take time here to debate with these responses, except to
say that in many respects, they are not grounded in a careful
examination of the particularities of the changes I have described, nor
an evaluation of their implications. 33 But I will not pass them off simply
as rationalizations, either. They demonstrate that, in spite of the significance of budget-based rationalization, corporate linking, and the new
phase of restructuring to the university as a whole, it has been possible
until now to accomplish it without apparently affecting the way most
members of the academic community carry out their professional
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1f I were to debate them, I would acknowledge some of their merits even
though I would strongly disagree with the conclusion that the current course
that the university is taking should not be resisted.
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obligations and duties. 34 As one colleague told me several years ago, "I
still decide what to teach my students, I still chose my own research
topics, and I still sit on university committees and make my views
known." In fact, although they may experience some limitations
because of the scarce fiscal resources, most academics have been able
to carry on with their 'business as usual.' Some have even been able
paradoxically to maintain and build their own areas of specialization and
expertise in spite of the general climate of fiscal restraint, because
funding has been differentially allocated to activities that fit the new
criteria of economically benefiting a real or potential client or of
enabling the university to develop its own market niche. Academics
have thus learned to put old wine in new bottles and, some will argue,
not only without troubling consequences but with the benefit of
preserving programmes and projects that might otherwise disappear.
But these justifications for supporting or not resisting the relatively
dramatic shift in the university's ethos, sense of purpose, and modus
operandi that has been accomplished in such a short period of time
side-step the accusation of 'irresponsibility to society' that John Ralston
Saul poses in the opening quote of this paper. They concede, quite
wrongly I think, that the collective character of the university is less
important than, and even irrelevant to, the programmes, projects, and
professional accomplishments of individual faculty members and
individual units within the university.
But I will not argue about importance and relevance here. I want
instead to encourage the development of substantive, as compared to
instrumental and technical, strategies for securing a future for the
university. It is only in this way that we can begin to respond to what
is implicit in John Ralston Saul's accusation of irresponsibility to
society: namely, that the university accept responsibility for what it is
becoming
a technically-based, technologically-driven, and
technology-enhancing centrepiece of a post-industrial order that it has
helped, and is helping, to create.
For, as the process of transformation escalates, justifications for not
resisting, and for supporting technical fixes are growing weaker. For
example, the argument that corporate linking will have marginal and
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1ronically, the relative degree of autonomy that individual academics have
in allocating time among the various areas of their work (that is teaching,
research, service) and in setting the priorities and objectives of their own work
is precisely what also makes it possible for those who are managing the
institution and its collective resources to chart a course for the university that
can ultimately have very significant effects on the activities of the individual
academic.

36 Janice Newson
relatively contained consequences for the university is less and less
credible, as many of the structures and practices of corporate linking
have visibly and prominently materialized on most university campuses
across the country. It is extremely difficult to not see these signs and
symbols. As well, academics are becoming aware that the effects of
corporate linking in one part of the academy have consequences for
other parts: members of humanities departments are as subject to
demands that their courses, programmes and research efforts be made
cost-efficient if not profitable to their institution, and relevant to the
needs of a new globalized and technologically sophisticated economy,
as are members of applied science departments.
It is also increasingly apparent that technical fixes have not improved
the university's fiscal situation and, in fact, that they may have
contributed toward its worsening. For example, as the university has
presented itself to the world as an efficient business that is able to do
more with less, it is being told once again to do with even less. And as
university leaders exhort their campus communities to comply with this
direction, they embrace yet another technical fix - restructuring
service delivery through learner-driven technologies
without
examining or reflecting upon its possible substantive consequences for
the university. 35
For herein lies the challenge to humanists, by which I mean anyone
who chooses to act in the world on the basis of a commitment to the
quality of being human and a devotion to human interests. What
philosophy of education and pedagogy underlies the move toward
technology-centred instruction; what conception of service to society
is embedded in the corporate linking project; and what approach to
stewardship informs managerialism? Are they, and the assumptions on
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For example, a Globe and Mail report (Jennifer Lewington and Virginia Galt,
"Leaders Talk of New Order, But Painful Decisions Await," Globe and Mail (20
December 1995): A 1 and A 12) on how Ontario universities are going to survive
in the context of the new budget cuts being administered by the Harris
government, described university leaders as being 'enthusiastic' and 'excited' by
the new opportunities for increased efficiency and effectiveness that were
being made available through the use of the new computer-based interactive
technologies. These university 'leaders' appear to be more interested in
projecting an image of the university being able to survive in the face of these
budget reductions, than they are in advancing a strong view of what a
university requires in order for it to continue to be an educational institution.
Moreover, there is a growing critical literature on computer-directed learning.
For a stimulating version of this critique, see Stephen Talbott, The Future Does
Not Compute: Transcending the Machines in our Midst (Sebastopol, CA: O'Reilly
& Associates, 1995).
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which they rest, desirable as models for world building? If not, what are
the desirable models to promote from within the academy of pedagogy,
service and stewardship, that address the current state of our society
and the world at large?

DROWNING BY NUMBERS:
THE HUMANITIES AND UNIVERSITY DECISION-MAKING
Harry Arthurs

Introduction
"Drowning by Numbers" is a film by Peter Greenaway, as
considerable a humanist as one is likely to find behind a camera. The
plot is sparse. In quick succession, three women - a mother and her
two daughters - drown their spouses. They confess their murders to
the local coroner who, they know, is in love with each of them. He
protects them in hope of persuading them to marry him, or at least
sleep with him, but each in turn refuses. The film ends with the coroner
and the three women in a boat. Each woman kisses him - the kisses
are somewhere between a provocation and a salute - and then they
scuttle the boat and swim ashore. As the boat slides beneath the
waves, the coroner neatly packs his clothes into a box and
contemplates his end with equanimity.
Greenaway's protagonist, the coroner, is torn between love possibly affection, possibly lust - and his professional duty. Duty loses
and love prevails; then love loses and death prevails. What, then, is the
connection between duty and love and death?
Here is where we begin to decode the meaning of t_
he film. The
coroner is bearded and not as thin as he might have been: clearly he
must be a university president, or could have been, in another movie.
Who else, after all, would love so generously and selflessly, only to be
left adrift and naked when he was deemed no longer useful? The three
women can only represent faculty, staff, and administrators: each
charming but lethal, each unconcerned with the demands of duty, each
impervious to the claims of love, each quite without compunction in
abandoning a male authority figure to his fate.
As further evidence that he was really a university president, I
observe that the coroner also organizes elaborate games, which are
played 'by the numbers.' They are adult games, played in deadly earnest

39

40

Harry Arthurs

and according to arcane but ever-changing rules. His young son (surely
a proxy for our students) is driven to madness - and ultimately to
death - by his father's games and by precocious encounters with
knowledge meant only for adults.
I will not go on. As you can see, Greenaway's film provides plenty
of material not for one essay, but for several. We have time only to
begin the project, by trying to comprehend these earnest games, these
arcane rules, and above all, why we are drowning by numbers.
The Dominance of Numbers:
Science and the Intellectual Marginalization of the Humanities
The humanities - which today we understand to be a particular
cluster of academic disciplines - have a necessary function and a
glorious ambition: to record, preserve, investigate, comprehend,
explain, interpret, criticize, and embellish all the creative and
destructive works of the human imagination. This function, this
ambition, might be thought to be so obvious that it needs no
justification, at least within the university community. However, as
things have developed, the humanities are constantly on the defensive,
constantly having to explain why they matter, constantly fighting for
their fair share of resources, constantly asserting their vision of the
university.
One reason why, I wish to suggest, is that humanists, by and large,
do not do numbers.
Of course, some natural scientists don't do numbers very much;
some social scientists pretend to use them a lot, but only as a
legitimation strategy; and some humanists have actually progressed
from roman to Arabic numerals and thence, without the slightest qualm
or blush, to quantification and computers. Nonetheless, it is not too far
off the mark to say that many humanists are not naturally, comfortably,
fluently numerate. It is therefore particularly distressing for them - and
for all of us who share their affliction - to reflect on how completely
the numbers-based disciplines dominate our universities.
True, few of us - scientists included - could imagine a university
without departments of philosophy and history, languages and
literature. But we would also have to admit that, for some time, the
humanities have been treated rather like superannuated nannies who,
having given love and sustenance to several generations of children,
are rewarded in their old age by being lodged in shabby tower rooms
in the stately homes of England. I am not going to attempt to rehearse
the intellectual history of the Enlightenment, but surely I am safe in
saying that after three centuries, the paradigm of science - not that
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of humanism - dominates our understanding of what constitutes
academic knowledge, how academic work ought to be organized, even
what it means to be an academic.
The dominance of science - hence of numbers, the lingua franca
of science - has happened not just in universities, but to universities.
Universities nurtured science but science in turn has shaped
universities. To the sciences - the natural and numerical sciences we largely owe such dominant landmarks of academic life as graduate
studies, research units, granting councils, journals, peer review, and the
expectation that we will publish or perish. Science, engineering, and
especially medicine appear to be favoured when it comes to government grants, private donations and public acclaim. Disciplines and
subdisciplines jostle to demonstrate their affinity with 'real' sciences
because those which count, measure, and model seem a little more
serious, a little more credible, than those which do not. In psychology,
sociology, and even in many humanities disciplines, the numerate
contend with the merely literate for control of appointments, of the
tenure process, of departmental budgets and course enrolments. And,
if I may presume to deliver a message from my sponsors, in such a
context, humanists who adhere to older, text-centred traditions of
scholarship may feel a little beleaguered.
This is not the whole story, of course. Within the university, the
dominance of science - or, more accurately, of scientism - has given
rise to critical comment. While we all know that there is an honourable
tradition of ethical and political concern amongst scientists, one can,
for example, sometimes detect a whiff of the hubris which brought us
Chernobyl, Bophal, and the Chicago school of supply-side economics.
While we all applaud when our scientists are properly recognized for
their contributions to knowledge, we get a little nervous when they
place themselves at the disposal of national security or capitalism or
even of worthy causes like economic recovery or the environment; we
fear that scientists are not well prepared to deal with the distractions
and temptations they will encounter out there in the world.
It is not that scientists are any less ethical than humanists; only that
- unlike most humanists - they actually have to confront ethical
conflicts rather regularly and in the first person in the course of their
work. Oddly, they get themselves into the worst difficulties closest to
home, in navigating the practical politics of campus life, sensitive
issues of race and gender, power relations between supervisors and
graduate students, collegial rivalry and plagiarism, and issues of
financial accountability. Such conflicts are easy to resolve at every
level - except that of practical outcomes. In the practical world of
government and business, however, ethical conflicts involving
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scientists seem to be more elemental, the very stuff of myth and
religion, of literature and drama: conflicts of individual versus
community, of ends versus means, of good versus best, of celebrity
versus reputation. These conflicts are not easily resolved: they involve
subtle, complex, and agonizing judgments which may ultimately
determine the fate of individuals, species, societies, and ecosystems.
Scientists need the help of humanists in addressing such issues;
numbers may sometimes offer solace, but never solutions.
Of course, humanists do not see themselves as standby consultants
to their scientific colleagues, nor even as providers of an important
corrective to the dominant paradigm of scientific knowledge. On the
contrary: they see themselves as providing a quite distinct and
independent vision of knowledge and its relationship to human and
social development. At the moment, as it happens, this vision is
particularly cantankerous and challenging.
For the past twenty or thirty years, humanists have been carrying on
a spirited resistance to what they perceive as their own marginalization,
or more accurately, as the marginalization of issues of which they
perceive themselves to be custodians, issues such as meaning and
justice. These issues, historically the concern of the humanities, remain
so even when they are redefined in postmodern terms. Contemporary
nee-Marxist, feminist, or deconstructionist scholars, no less than their
renaissance, nee-classicist, or modernist forbears, want to emancipate
us by transforming our understanding of history, literature, and art, of
society, identity, and institutions; above all, they want to challenge the
way we perceive and comprehend 'texts' and experiences.
This is both fundamental and peripheral revolution, for some
humanities disciplines. It has caused a degree of dislocation, even pain,
to humanists from older traditions; its sharp end impales some
cherished traditions in both the academic community and the wider
society. At its worst, like many revolutions alas, postmodern humanism
can be extraordinarily self-referential and wilfully destructive. But all
that said, my own sense is that scholarship in the humanities today is
as exciting as it has been for a very long time. The question I am left
with is whether it is adversity which has made it so. If so, I am afraid
that scholarship in the humanities is about to scale new heights,
because we are about to encounter new levels of adversity.

Higher Education Policy:
The Financial Marginalization of the Humanities
Government policy is the principal source of adversity in higher
education today. That policy is pretty clear; in fact, it can be conveyed
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in two words of one syllable each: spend less. To be sure, our present
government's limited higher education agenda derives from a larger idee
fixe, the brutal reduction of all government expenditures and activities.
However, to blame everything on the current government is too simple.
For twenty years or more, governments of all political persuasions, in
all parts of the country, have assigned higher education a much lower
priority than other programmes. One can only conclude that
governments generally are convinced that universities do not deserve
more support. And indeed they have told us why from time to time: we
are run by and for a privileged elite, they say; we are inefficient; we are
subversive; and worst of all, we are irrelevant to the important
challenges facing Canadian society.
Fortunately, the elegant simplicity of higher education policy in Year
I of the Common Sense Revolution makes it unnecessary to deal with
such complex matters, although I will return to them a little later, just
in case the agenda becomes more conventional in Year II or Ill. Given
the current 'spend less' policy, there is not much to talk about other
than how to get on and cut budgets. But in the slightly longer term, we
do confront a dilemma. Our government, we will soon discover, not
only wants to spend less on universities, it will also want universities
to do more. Voters will complain that young people are being denied
the job opportunities for which a proper education might prepare them;
businesses will need more highly trained personnel; industry will seek
the support of university scientists because they are unwilling or unable
to invest in research and development themselves. And government,
naturally and properly, will wish to oblige. It will tell the universities
that they ought to be more entrepreneurial, that they ought to take
advantage of what amounts to a favourable market situation to develop
new sources of revenue.
Students represent a new market opportunity. If universities do not
have the funds to educate more students, the obvious answer is to
raise fees. Of course, to justify increased fees, universities will have to
persuade students that education can provide them with tangible
benefits. And to make a compelling case, universities will have to shift
the emphasis of their programmes in the direction of what students are
prepared to pay for. Business and industry represent another new
market opportunity, universities will be told. Again, universities will be
urged to persuade potential donors and industrial partners that
increased support will yield them worthwhile returns. Nothing, as it
happens, would be more persuasive than a transfer of facilities and
pers.o nnel from pure to applied research.
In other words, due to government cutbacks, universities are going
to be so desperate for funds, that they will have to adopt market-driven
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strategies which, in turn, will require a refocusing of academic
programmes. The new focus, to now make the obvious point, is not
going to be classics or literature or history; it is going to be science and
technology and business and other 'useful' career and research
priorities.
From the perspective of government, this redirection of effort has
a positive secondary consequence. It not only enables the government
to claim credit for enhanced activity with diminished resources; it also
addresses long-standing concerns about elitism, subversion and
irrelevance.
However, one technical problem remains before government can
simply sign off on the university file. Universities are autonomous
institutions, and are adamant that they wish to stay that way. This
confronts government with a problem. There is always the risk, the
government reasons, that universities may use their autonomy to return
to their wicked ways: and indeed, government is probably right: we
would. For the new higher education policy to become securely lodged
in the universities, it is therefore necessary to modify the way in which
universities are run. Of course, the easiest technical solution is for
government to simply take over the universities and run them directly.
This, however, would amount to an expansion of government activity
at the very moment when ideology decrees it should be reduced; it
might also engender another nasty squabble at a moment when the
government has a sufficiency thereof. The solution is simple.
Government does not actually have to take over the universities; it has
only to make them accountable, to ensure that they are adhering to the
new agenda by giving 'value for money,' by operating more efficiently,
by achieving measurable improvements in crucial areas such as student
employability or private sector partnerships.
To summarize: government's prime policy objective in higher
education is to spend less and do more; its secondary goal is to cure
the notorious shortcomings of universities. Both of these can be
accomplished by forcing the universities to reconfigure their policies in
order to become more market-oriented. As a long-term strategy to
ensure against backsliding, universities will be allowed to retain their
autonomy, but will be controlled by holding their market performance
up against numbers-based accountability measures. And finally, by way
of a bonus from government's perspective, the quantification of
accountability measures will not only ensure greater rigour and less
opportunity for evasion; it will actually look fair, objective, and nonintrusive. Numbers, in short, drive everything before them.
Well, not everything. Obviously, some humanists - even some
scientists - will complain that their 'value added' cannot be counted,
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weighed, or measured; some administrators will plead that they can
indeed produce quantifiable results, but only over a longer period decades and generations, say, rather than annual reporting cycles. But
even though these arguments tacitly accept, rather than contest, the
premises of the new dispensation, government will be neither
impressed nor persuaded.
Numbers, then, will come to be regarded not only as the instrument
of accountability but as the hallmark of the regressive policies which
accountability is meant to advance. But is that not a churlish reaction,
assassination of the messenger, as it were? Numbers may not tell us
the whole story, but they are at least objective; numbers may not yield
subtle analysis, but they do have a certain comforting integrity about
them. Or so we would like to believe. Unfortunately, experience
teaches otherwise. In examining that experience, let me begin with an
example not from the realm of politics, not from the realm of
government regulation, but from the realm of journalism.
The Maclean's magazine annual ranking of Canadian universities has
no axe to grind; the journalists who organize it are, I am sure, anxious
to be honest and objective. But their ranking system is statistical
nonsense. Maclean's ranks universities by adding apples to oranges. It
evaluates each institution on a list of noncomparable factors: the
percentage of out-of-province students, the rate of alumni donations,
the number of faculty with academic honours, the class size in each
first year course and so on. Then these factors are assigned a weight,
and the weighted totals are added to achieve overall rankings. Why
these particular factors and not others? Why these particular weights?
Why these indicators as a method of calculating standings within
particular categories? Why add all the totals together? No respectable
statistician, so far as I know, endorses the methodology of Maclean's
survey. Nonetheless, it makes a considerable impression on parents and
students and even on our own campuses, which is why we all
cooperate by sending in our data every year.
Another example. Several years ago, Dr Stuart Smith was invited to
report on the quality of teaching in Canadian universities. His report
contained a number of sweeping conclusions and recommendations,
based on some anecdotes provided by people who had appeared at the
hearings, and on so-called surveys of several dozen current students,
recent graduates and senior public servants. Dr Smith was so
impressed by this survey 'evidence,' that he based his major
recomm.e ndation on it. Institutions, he said, should commit themselves
to improving teaching, and this commitment should be guaranteed by
having them voluntarily subject themselves to the discipline of periodic
surveys of 'consumer' satisfaction. If students, graduates, employers,
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and civil servants are not prepared to speak well of the quality of
teaching, what could possibly be said for it? This is not a rhetorical
question; it actually invites an answer.
A distinguished statistician, speaking from his own experience as a
university administrator, but not specifically of Maclean's or the Smith
Report, has said that only someone like himself could "blow the whistle
on the kind of shoddy inferences drawn from running naive regression
analyses on the resul.t s of ... surveys." Non-statisticians, he continued,
"are all too often unable to see through the masses of tables and
analytical conclusions to ask the important questions of the relevance
of the data and the analyses."
Relevance indeed. The Ontario government provides universities
with a so-called 'research infrastructure grant,' which is shared out in
proportion to each university's grants from the three federal granting
councils. Since the total funding available from the SSHRC is a tiny
fraction of that distributed by the other councils, this indicator signifies
only that some universities receive large sums from the MRC and
NSERC. It signifies nothing else: not any university's need for further
research funds, not the size of its research infrastructure, not its
research intensity, not the quality of its researchers, not its record of
grant-getting relative to its population of eligible grantees, and not, by
the way, anything very much about the intellectual vigour of the
humanities or social sciences on its campus.
There is worse to come. The Provincial Auditor of Ontario wants to
do 'value for money' audits of the universities. His objective, fair
enough, is to determine whether government grants are spent in a way
which maximizes 'value added.' The difficulty is, of course, that it is
very difficult to measure the value derived from university expenditures
partly because of the difficulty of tracing cause and effect, but mostly
because the contestation of value is precisely the point of a liberal
education.
However, this is an area where it might be possible for humanists to
assist government quite considerably. In making this suggestion, I have
been inspired by the famous Monty Python football match in which the
German philosophers play the Greek philosophers. Perhaps you could
devise a study to demonstrate that students who studied Dickens on
average earn less than those who read Foucault. Perhaps you could
show that, per capita, classicists are more likely to rise to senior
corporate positions than, say, engineers or business students. Armed
with such important information, you could turn your hand to a
redesigned, value-added humanities curriculum, redeploy your faculty
complement, and gain the everlasting appreciation of Ontario's
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taxpayers, students of accounting, and vice presidents (academic)
around the world.
This is all in good fun. My final example is not. A provincial study of
'performance indicators' for universities has been proceeding apace,
with the notion that they will provide a better basis for judging what it
is universities do and how well they do it. Once the indicators are
perfected, they can be used to perform a triage on our universities,
which will be 'differentiated' or tiered - which is to say privileged,
supported modestly, or cast into darkness - depending upon how they
rank under a system which shares inspiration (and perhaps authorship)
with the Maclean's survey.
What is wrong with this system of organizing funding as amongst
universities, or indeed, within a university? Scientists will immediately
begin to wonder which of them, in which disfavoured institutions, will
lose their labs and their graduate students. Social scientists will ask
questions about the deliberate creation of inequalities and the transaction costs of restructuring. Humanists, I am sure, will say that to
reduce all judgments to the formulaic application of numerical indicators
is to accept the commodification of knowledge and the quantification
of virtue. These concerns are all legitimate, but as a lawyer concerned
with process, I want to raise a somewhat different point.
Perhaps I can do so by asking the following question: will anyone be
surprised by who ends up where in the hierarchy? The answer is
probably "no." The outcomes will likely be those which were expected
and wanted by policy makers, by powerful actors within the university
system, and by their experts. Indeed, if it turns out otherwise, new
performance indicators and revised rules may well be introduced to
ensure the desired outcomes. This tells us something about numbers.
They are not always intended to reveal truth or even to inform debate.
Sometimes numbers can be used to forestall debate, to force closure,
to create the false impression that foregone conclusions are the result
of a fair and objective process. When this happens - as most
humanists, as most scholars, would agree - decision-making by
numbers verges on the unethical.
This is a serious charge and it deserves a fuller statement. I am not
saying that the people involved in such an exercise deliberately set out
to deceive or oppress anyone. On the contrary, they imagine that
numbers will provide an objective and transparent basis for reaching
difficult decisions. The problem - as we have seen with the Maclean's
survey _:_ is that the content of those decisions is predetermined by the
policy DNA secreted in the analytical models used to create the
performance indicators. This is made possible by a curious interplay
between the experts who design the indicators, on the one hand, and
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on the other, the official bodies which mandate and use their work. The
experts will argue that they are merely performing a technical task, as
objectively as they can, so as to permit government to make informed
decisions about how to allocate funding. Government will argue that it
has merely accepted the advice of experts on how funds should be
distributed. In fact, both of these assertions will be approximately true.
What is happening, however, is that somewhere in the process of
moving from a general mandate to develop performance indicators to
their technical development to their actual application, important
decisions are in fact being taken by someone. Somewhere in the
process, someone is deciding that institutions which exhibit certain
characteristics should be preferred to those which do not. Because the
operational elements of this decision are provided by experts in the
context of a technical process, the basic decision itself takes on an air
of objectivity, if not inevitability. But the fact is that enormously
important policies will have been articulated without public debate and
without a proper assignment of responsibility or a frank acknowledgment of who exercised it. Performance standards are not mere
objective numbers, even though they are designed to be read that way:
they are value-laden and controversial; they may seal the fates of
universities, their staff, students, faculty and local communities; they
may fix the relationship of teaching to research and of some kinds of
research to other kinds; and they may ultimately have the effect of
lodging universities firmly within a particular ideological view of our
society, economy, and policy.
To subject our universities to restructuring by the numbers is no
more good policy-making than painting by numbers is great art. There
are data which numbers cannot convey, qualities which numbers
cannot comprehend. Humanists know this; statisticians know this;
everyone knows this; even performance indicator experts know this.
One is therefore driven reluctantly to the conclusion that performance
indicators are designed not to promote objectivity and accuracy but to
conceal and justify policies which cannot easily survive open debate.
Humanists are experts too - if not in numbers, then in meaning, in
value, in responsibility. Here is a worthy challenge for you: if you agree
that the subtl8 tyranny of numbers may be taking our universities in the
wrong direction, apply your minds to how humanists might contribute
to a correction of course.
University Governance: The Political Marginalization of the Humanities
It is not just that numbers - in their guise as the vernacular of
science - dominate the intellectual agenda of the university. It is not
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just that numbers are the instrument of regressive government policies.
Numbers also have come to dominate university decision-making and
institutions of academic governance.
In most universities today, numbers are used to express academic
aims and aspirations, measure academic achievements, make and break
academic reputations, and ration academic resources and opportunities.
How many applications do we have and are we meeting our enrolment
targets? What is the grade point average of our entering class, what
percentage do we graduate, and how can we improve our attrition
rate? How many articles has this candidate for tenure published? And,
of course, how will we balance next year's budget? Universities do not
simply drown by numbers; they drown in numbers.
But why, if we are all so concerned about government's illicit use of
numbers, do we allow them to play such a prominent role within the
university itself? To answer that question, I have to say something
about universities as political institutions.
They are political, first, because they are repositories of society's
hopes, critics of society's follies, and recipients of society's resources.
For all of these reasons, universities are almost certain to be the focus
of public debate and the subject of state regulation. They are political,
second, in the sense that they are complex and sophisticated societies
in themselves, with the usual repertoire of executive, legislative, and
judicial institutions, the usual clash of ideologies, the usual contending
interests. Because they are political in the first sense, universities must
respond as cogently as possible to the political and regulatory
messages directed at them from the larger society. If they fail to do so,
they risk severe punishment. But because universities are political in the
second sense, there will always be some element of controversy over
who should respond for the university and what should be said. In
theory, such matters are determined by our governing .statutes: Senate
speaks on academic matters, the Board on finances. In practice,
however, it is the administration which has emerged from the political
process with authority to represent the university in its dealings with
government or the community in general; and it is the administration
which effectively determines the response. This, I will argue, is a direct
consequence of the growing dominance of numbers in the policy
discourse of higher education.
For reasons I have described, speaking to government has become
a technical task of some complexity. The university's fortunes depend
on how ·well it can perform that task. Within the university, only the
administration can muster the required time and energy, as well as the
technical talents and information, necessary to engage with
government. The administration, therefore, acquires a virtual monopoly
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on regular, direct, substantive contact with government, especially on
matters involving numbers. This monopoly, in turn, has a number of
consequences: other university constituencies come to accept both the
government's technocratic tendencies and the administration's unique
capacity to respond to those tendencies; the nature of political
discourse within the university becomes more and more technical, more
and more about numbers; for the same reason as it assumes the
leading role in its external relations, the administration more and more
completely dominates the university's internal decision-making
processes; and finally, as a corollary, the influence of Senate, faculty
councils, and the collegium itself are diminished.
Now humanists - like all faculty members - find themselves
confronting a whole series of questions about numbers. Not only are
they prevented from making a valuable contribution to decision-making,
because the process is conducted in a numerical vernacular which is
not theirs, but they enjoy less and less opportunity to make meaningful
contributions to university policy through the traditional channels and
in the conventional language of university politics. Thus, both the form
and content of university decision-making are directly and dramatically
affected by society's and government's current preoccupation with
numbers.
I do not want to overstate. In some institutions, the administration
may not be given much latitude in representing the university, and the
Board or Senate may try to attempt to maintain tight control over the
administration's strategy and tactics. In others, the administration may
seek the involvement of these legislative bodies, whether because of
a principled commitment to responsible university government, or as a
way of disarming potential opponents. Moreover, because universities
are highly politicized, many groups which cannot themselves make
policy are nonetheless able to veto or influence administrative initiatives
which affect their interests: faculty and staff unions, student
organizations, the women's caucus, campus groups concerned with
racism, parking, security or housing, and informal but influential
elements within the professoriate.
These groups do have a political voice, and do have political
influence. However, that voice and that influence diminish when they
are addressed to issues which are going to be determined by numbers.
Numbers, after all, are very democratic, very egalitarian but also very
political. They have no rank or reputation or gender; they have no
learning or wisdom or good will. They are difficult to argue with, but
difficult to ignore. In the end, whoever controls the numbers therefore
controls the decisions.
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Conclusion: What Lies Ahead for the Humanities?
If they were no worse off than people in other disciplines, humanists
would have cause enough to complain. However, I suspect that the
reason for my being asked to write on this particular topic is that
humanists feel particularly vulnerable and particularly remote from what
has been going on around them. If that is what they feel, they are
essentially right.
Of course, I know you are not looking to me for your salvation. I
know you want to help yourselves. Indeed, humanities departments in
many institutions have made extensive efforts to defend their interests
in adverse circumstances: they have developed service courses for
other faculties; programmes in medical and business ethics; quasiprofessional programmes, such as communications, based in the
humanities; they have taken serious - occasionally brilliant - sorties
into interdisciplinarity. These are all important and attractive initiatives.
They generate course enrolments - the currency of budget negotiations; they create networks of academic allies and community
supporters; they show that the humanities can be entrepreneurial. As
rearguard actions go, we have not seen the like since Roland's
memorable sacrifice for Charlemagne. But there is little evidence that
even these heroic measures will fundamentally alter the perception that
the humanities are somehow out of step with the times.
Earlier, I suggested that governments of many different stripes
perceive universities as elitist, subversive, and irrelevant. Such epithets,
one can almost imagine, were devised with the humanities in mind. The
humanities are elitist because they address issues which are remote
from the experience of everyday life, and because they insist on doing
so in an academic idiom which at the moment is particularly
intimidating and inaccessible. They are subversive, because they insist
on the need to reexamine accepted truths and conventional forms of
authority. And they are irrelevant because they refuse to justify
themselves in terms of career training or industrial research and
development or other objectives which are important to ordinary folk.
These aspersions are, of course, a backhanded tribute to what is
most attractive about the humanities: their optimism and vitality, their
deprivileging of prestigious cultures and institutions; their perverse
unwillingness to concede - in the face of much contrary evidence that market value is the only value; even their newly acquired habit of
treating practical politics, on campus or off, as a graduate colloquium.
And please note: I have not once so far used the sixteenth and third
letters of the alphabet back-to-back, though we might discuss PC and
the humanities later.
I
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In the end, however, if humanists insist on speaking words rather
than numbers, and if they want to advance a vision of higher education
which cannot be comprehended within current policy discourse, they
will not have much chance of affecting the outcome of events, even
within the university. Governments, donors, industrial partners and
prospective students all seem pretty much committed to the
proposition that the unexplored life is worth living, that speculative and
critical scholarship is less worthy of support than applied and useful
scholarship, and that the humanities - arguably, the sacred grove of
academe - can be cut back with no harm being done to either the
university or society.
In principle, universities can set their own priorities, and humanities
should be one of them. However, what is obvious in principle may not
be so obvious in practice. It is very easy to see how the humanities can
be cut to the bone at a moment when institutional survival is priority
one, when all expenditures represent zero-sum choices, and when the
disinterested pursuit of knowledge seems almost unthinkably selfindulgent.
What, then, is l_eft for the humanities? Not much: reason, passion,
a sense of history, an awareness of the potential of the human
imagination. Not much, although these qualities have sustained
university humanists through a thousand years of barbarism, blind faith,
indifference, ignorance, and now myopia and materialism. Not much
may be left for the humanities, but they are the best there is.

HUMANITIES: THE STILL POINT OF REFLECTION
Harold Coward

At the still point of the turning world . Neither flesh nor fleshless;
Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is,
But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity.
Where past and future are gathered.

T S Eliot, "Burnt Norton"
Reading T S Eliot with Henry Kreisel as a young undergraduate at
the University of Alberta brought me my first vivid experience of
humanities as "the still point of the turning world" - the still point from
which the pattern of the universe can be seen. 'Reading' is probably not
the right word, for when I think back it was the way Kreisel performed
Eliot aloud that was his greatness as a teacher - it was the spoken
word that had power. I still hear lines of poetry echoing in my mind,
spoken in Kreisel's voice - words which resonate spontaneously at
exactly the right moments in life to give one wisdom.
Eliot's poetry not only awakened within me a fondness for metaphysical speculation about the nature of the universal pattern, it also
nourished a mystical tendency toward the stillness that transcends the
cognitive realm - the dance that is neither arrest nor movement. Time
is not evaded but past and future are gathered in the present. Some
years later, while studying Hindu and Buddhist philoso·p hy, speculation
on the 'still point' was revived in a debate over its nature - status or
change. For the Hindu, the 'still point' is consciousness shorn of its
changing cognitive constructions; cit (consciousness), sat (being),
ananda (bliss) - the mind calmed until it becomes still like an unrippled
mountain lake that perfectly reflects its surroundings. For the Buddhist,
however, the 'still point' that is left when thought ceases is the steady
flow of consciousness (vijnana), like a clear, constantly moving
mountain stream in which the world is perfectly reflected. The HinduBuddhist debate over the nature of the 'still point' as unchanging versus
changing consciousness is revisited in contemporary Western thought
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in the logos versus the deconstructionist arguments. The Eastern
debate has gone on since the time of Buddha (c. 560 BC), and the
contemporary Western argument in seed form can be traced back to
Athens versus Jerusalem. In philosophical and religious speculation, the
sought after 'still point,' which Eliot eloquently evoked, has consistently
escaped exhaustive cognitive elucidation, thus driving one on to
mystical experience.
Perhaps that is the 'still point' from which I began. As a young boy
growing up in southern Alberta, I was imprinted early with the silent
splendour of nature. The quiet drama of a brilliantly painted sunrise on
prairie sky, broken by the clear, sweet sound of the meadow lark, was
transcended only by the numinous experience of climbing to the top of
a mountain and being overwhelmed by feelings of insignificance and
elation in the vastness of the universe. From that perspective, one does
indeed seem to be at "the still point of the turning world." Patterns can
be sensed, but not explicitly. There is an aesthetic perception of truth
which cannot be conceptually expressed and which can only be pointed
to by poets, painters and musicians.
The external mystery of nature was more than matched in my early
experience of the 'still point' of thought. I remember one day as a young
child of perhaps five or six years being sent to my room by mother for
an afternoon nap. Lying there in silence, my mind was suddenly
overwhelmed with questions: "Why? Why am I here? What is the
meaning of it all?" My life as a scholar in the humanities, in psychology,
philosophy, and religion, has been a quest for answers to these
questions.
At first, my search was given direction by the study of psychology.
While I was reading Eliot with Kreisel, I was also studying Freud and
Jung, behaviourists such as Skinner, empiricists like Osgood, and the
personality theorist Gordon Allport. Significantly, it was the psychological processes involved in language that captured my attention as a
young graduate student. How was it that those lines of Eliot,
Shakespeare or the Bible functioned as revelations or pointers to
revelation? And what was happening within my mind when the
question "Why am I here?" struck so profoundly. I entered a PhD
programme at University College, The University of London, to work
with a leading psychologist of the day, Hans Eysenck. But the rigid
narrowness of his methodology, and of the empirical psychology of the
1950s and 1960s, soon drove me back to the humanities where I was
free to follow my quest for the 'still point' wherever it should take me.
However, I never left psychology entirely. I have continued to read and
wrestle with Freud, Jung, and the father of North American
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psychology, William James. And I have also spent time exploring the
traditional yoga psychology of Eastern thought.
My rejection of the narrow methodology of empirical psychology
resulted in a return to the humanities, especially in the areas of
theology and philosophy. Growing up in a protestant, United Church
family gave me an early and strongly formative experience of scripture
as the source from which to answer the question, "Why am I here?"
The Reformation cry of "sofa scriptura" played an important role in my
upbringing, from the parables of Jesus my mother told me at a young
age to the literary and historical criticism of Sunday school and seminar
scripture courses. What I wanted to know was how scripture could
play so powerful a role within my life - how did the word function as
revelation, psychologically, philosophically, and theologically? For me,
a Christian, understanding how scripture worked within me would
provide the baseline for the deeper understanding of anything else.
Such study falls squarely within my understanding of the humanities as
the quest of humans to understand themselves within the context of
the universe, including numinous experience.
The problem came with the way humanities scholarship organizes
itself in contemporary North American universities. The tight
disciplinary divisions into departments, each with its own set of
methodologies, meant that it was virtually impossible for me to pursue
a study of how scripture functions psychologically, philosophically, and
theologically. Each of those areas were separate departments with their
own narrow and, in the early 1970s, exclusive methodological
requirements for knowledge. It rapidly became clear that these
disciplinary requirements would not allow for the broad but clearly
focused 'curiosity driven' study I wanted to pursue in my PhD research.
An empirical psychologist on my committee would not approve of a
project examining the symbolic and intuitive processes involved in the
reception of scripture, nor would such a study meet the epistemological
requirements of analytical philosophy. In the face of these disciplinary
divisions and obstructions, I changed my thesis project to a study of
scripture within Hinduism - for, in Eastern thought, the disciplinary
divisions of psychology, philosophy, and theology did not obtain thus allowing me to study the experience of scripture and its impact on
human self-understanding in a holistic and, to my mind, humanistic
fashion. 1

1

This resulted in two publications, Harold Coward, The Sphota Theory of
Language (Delhi: Motilal Bansidall, 1981 ); and more recently Harold Coward and
K Kunjunni Raja, The Philosophy of the Grammarians (Princeton: Princeton
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Such a broad approach to study is to me the mark of scholarship in
the humanities, and the reason I left empirical psychology to become
a humanist. I recount this experience to highlight how our narrow
disciplinary specializations, and their attendant methodologies, can
become an obstacle to work in the humanities. Eventually, some
twenty years later, I did finish the book I had set out to write as my
PhD thesis. It did indeed engage psychological, philosophical, and
theological issues in the reception of Christian scripture, but it did so
in the much larger, ·cross-cultural context of the Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh,
Muslim, and Jewish experience of scripture. In short, the question was
studied across the broad range of human experience, and without
disciplinary restriction.
The result was an unanticipated and new appreciation for the
importance and power of the oral in relation to the written word in
human experience. I was also led to change my approach to my
personal study of Christian scripture (the morning Bible Study I had
done since my youth). Instead of surrounding myself with
commentaries, dictionaries, etc., as I had been trained to do in
seminary, I now reserved a good portion of time for the simple direct
experience of the text as spoken word to be meditatively heard. This
oral emphasis is not to downgrade the literary, analytical approach to
study, which humanists have so effectively developed. Rather, it is to
ensure that room is kept for the meditative and focused hearing of the
word - just as my most powerful and deeply remembered knowledge
of Eliot's poem "Burnt Norton" came from Henry Kreisel's reading the
text aloud in class. It is the hearing of "Burnt Norton" that is more
deeply rooted in my consciousness than Kreisel's intellectual analysis
of the poem, or notes taken, or essays written.
Thinking about the function of the oral in relation to the written
word led me on to a consideration of Jacques Derrida and his deconstructionist critique. Pushing Derrida's analysis to the ultimate question
of the possibility, logical or otherwise, of Eliot's 'still point,' one reenters the Hindu-Buddhist and/or Athens-Jerusalem debate. I recently
wrote:
Silence is seen by Derrida ... to be dynamic in nature. Rather than
being the cessation of language, as suggested by Sankara and
Madhyamika (Hindu and Buddhist philosophy), Derrida's silence is the
origin, the source of all speaking, and yet a source that locates itself
in the quiet between the sounds of God's voice and the spaces
between the letters of his writing ... Derrida evokes the image of
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going into the desert, of negating our popular patterns of privileging,
and experiencing an emancipation and silence out of which language
can speak afresh. Just as it is God's silence, God's absent presence in
the desert, that creates an opening, a moment of freedom for
something other than God to exist, so also, on our human side, it is in
our silence that we become sensitive to the other. 2

Silence is, I believe, intimately connected with the 'still point' from
which the pattern of the universe may be discerned. As Eliot's poem
suggests, it is the same silence which centres the dance of the electron
and the dance of our minds. Yet silence as the spaces between
speaking or writing (ours or God's) is something we seldom experience
today. 3
For the past thirteen years, I have devoted myself to creating
opportunities for quiet reflection, first at the Humanities Institute of the
University of Calgary, where I was Director for twelve years, and now
at the Centre for Studies in Religion and Society, of the University of
Victoria. Research institutes or centres are particularly valuable today
for two reasons: they provide quiet space for critical reflection and
writing, and they encourage interdisciplinary approaches to the major
problems facing society. Let me comment on each of these in turn.
Humanities Institutes, Centres, or Research Groups are 'still points'
in the hectic schedule of university life. Whereas universities were once
quiet places for critical reflection, that is no longer the case. The
burden of teaching is heavy, classes are large and go on year round.
There are increasing numbers of graduate students to be supervised
year round. Committee meetings seem many and endless, local,
national, and international. Thus there is often little time left in one's
regular office routine for quiet critical scholarship. Release time
opportunities provided by one's own university and by agencies such
as SSHRC are becoming more limited each year. Yet this is the most
needed commodity for humanities scholarship to flourish - blocks of
quiet unbroken time for critical reflection and writing. Within the
university, such 'still points' from which the pattern of the universe may
be discerned are fleeting at best. Departments are busy, distracting
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places filled with one's students, colleagues, secretaries, mail boxes,
and telephone calls. Like a sabbatical retreat, the institute or centre
offers a quiet place for concentrated, undisturbed scholarship which is
essential for work in the humanities. This, the humanities institute or
research group is especially designed to provide. Usually located close
to a library and separate from any department or faculty, institutes
such as those at Edinburgh, Canberra, North Carolina, Calgary, or your
Windsor Humanities Research Group provide time highly sought after
by colleagues. In ·such places, one's colleagues, usually small in
number, are all busy at the same kind of deep critical reflection. There
is time for one's own work and for stimulating exchanges over coffee
or lunch with others. All are in a state of 'time out of time,' suspended
in the privileged place of the 'still point.'
Leaving one's department to work in an institute, centre, or research
group also allows one to more easily transcend disciplinary boundaries
that may inhibit one's scholarship. This may be the case in an individual
research project that involves interdisciplinary work. But it is especially
the case when the problem or gap in knowledge that needs to be
addressed is too large for any single individual. Teams of scholars may
need to be assembled to reflect on major problems facing society. One
thinks here of problems in medical and environmental ethics. But there
are also areas needing basic rather than applied research, e.g. gender
studies. Major questions centred on how to respond to global
challenges, such as climate change and genetic engineering, will require
teams of the best scientists, social scientists, and humanists to work
on complex problems in an interdisciplinary fashion. In my view, the
humanities have something special to offer in such team interdisciplinary scholarship. Not only do the humanities bring the wisdom
offered by centuries of reflection in many cultures on human selfunderstanding, but the humanities also provide a 'common ground' upon
which all the disciplines can meet, share, and synthesize knowledge in
an interdisciplinary fashion. The humanities are, by definition, broadly
interested in all knowledge, and this is what enables them to provide
the common ground upon which all can meet. Further, humanists
specialize in imagination - essential for the glimpsing of new
possibilities - and metaphor - a key tool for the communication of
technical knowledge across disciplinary boundaries.
In my own experience, such team research does not render my own
solitary scholarship either unnecessary or impossible. Rather, it has the
effect of enlarging the questions I address and of widening the
knowledge I bring to my critical reflection, and thus, of enriching the
result. I seem to be returning in a more complete way to the large
"why" questions of my childhood reverie - questions that launched me
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into the humanistic quest for self-understanding in this challenging,
beautiful, and numinous universe.
A recent experience of mine confirms the value of the humanities for
scholarship today. For the past few years, I have been serving on a
Royal Society committee whose task is to provide an evaluation of
molecular biology research in Canada. Because of the ethical issues
involved, I was added as a lone humanist. While I have been able to be
helpful with regard to ethics, my significant contribution has turned out
to be surprisingly different. The Society hired a professional firm to
conduct a bibliometric quantitative assessment of Canadian molecular
biology research by counting research papers and citations in terms of
their international impact. Once the research was complete, the
committee, composed by many of Canada's leading molecular
biologists, met to consider what should be said in the final report. To
their dismay, the committee members found that the only conclusion
that could be clearly supported by the bibliometric analysis was that
Canadian performance in molecular biology was up to the world
standard. But the committee members wanted to say much more than
this. They wanted to point to stronger and weaker subareas and to
suggest reasons for the differences. They also wanted to make
comments about what they knew was happening to research in
molecular biology at the National Research Council and within
Agriculture Canada. The way in which young scientists were trained,
and ethical issues, such as the patenting of genes and the possible
creation of a genetic underclass, needed comment as well. Yet the
bibliometric analysis could not be used to support statements on any
of these important issues, and without factual, quantitative support,
the scientists on the committee felt they could say nothing. Speaking
as a humanist, I pointed out that quantitative analysis is not the only
basis of knowledge, and that they could speak out on-these questions
based on their own experience. Their immediate response was that
would be mere opinion. I suggested that what they could offer would
be quite different from mere opinion because it would be careful critical
reflection based on a lifetime of successful work in the field - and as
such, it would qualify as wisdom. Members of the committee
responded enthusiastically. Each one is now hiding himself or herself
away from labs for a period of quiet reflection in which essays are
being written exploring the above issues. These essays will then be
consolidated to form the main body of the committee report. Rather
than being trapped in the position of being able to say hardly anything
based on statistical quantitative analysis, the committee is now using
a humanistic approach to draw conclusions and make recommendations
on a series of key questions. For these scientists, at least, the
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humanities method of "still point critical reflection" has proven its
viability where quantitative analysis failed.
In another area of my recent activity, the wisdom of the humanities
is proving very helpful in public policy decision-making. Past practice
by politicians, bureaucrats, and corporate CEOs has been to look to
science for guidance in making difficult policy decisions in areas that
are crucial for society. Issues surrounding our current human interaction
with the environment offer a good example. Extensive use of fossil
fuels to industrialize society and achieve the high standard of living (as
it is called) that those living in the developed countries now enjoy has
resulted in a constantly increasing release of carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere. Industrial pollution of water has damaged many rivers and
lakes and may now threaten the oceans. Use of chemical fertilizers is
damaging soil fertility. The cutting of rainforest and the use of
monoculture approaches in agriculture threatens biodiversity. The list
could go on.
To make my point, however, let us select one problem: the
production of carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels for cars,
trucks, buses, trains, planes, and electricity generation. Many
atmospheric scientists maintain that the increased release of carbon
dioxide into the atmosphere as a result of global industrialization is a
major factor in the marked increase of global mean surface air
temperatures over the past one hundred years: a warming of 0.4
between 1910 and 1940; a standstill from 1940-1975; and a rise of
about 0.2 after 1975 which is still in progress with 1995 as the
warmest year on record. This warming has been named the
"Greenhouse Effect" and has been widely discussed in the popular
media. The slow warming of the earth's surface which now seems to
be in progress is believed by many to be the result of human actions
involved in the industrialized society, although among scientists there
is debate over just how much of the increase is due to human
intervention and how much is a result of nature's natural variability. As
Kenneth Hare comments:
All agree that the natural greenhouse effect keeps the planet habitable.
Naturally present gases - carbon dioxide, water vapour, methane,
ozone, and nitrous oxide - raise the global mean annual surface air
temperature to about 15°C. They do this (and were so doing before
humans appeared) by freely admitting solar radiation while resisting the
return flow of heat to space. Without these gases, and the clouds that
cover half the earth's surface, temperatures would be 33°C colder than
they are today: the earth would be largely uninhabitable. The natural
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greenhouse effect - so called because the gases act in some ways
like the glass in a greenhouse - is thus essential for life on earth. 4

But there is still some disagreement about the augmented
Greenhouse Effect arising from human economic activity - burning
coal, oil, and natural gas; destroying forests; and oxidizing soil litter and
humus. These processes are increasing the atmospheric concentrations
of greenhouse gases, and human ingenuity is adding synthetics that act
in the same way. No one questions that the resulting increase in the
Greenhouse Effect should raise global temperatures still further, but
most professional observers do not believe that the warming of the
past century can be blamed solely on greenhouse warming. Other
causes may have been at work.
It will be some years - probably a few decades - before expert
judgment will be unanimous. 5
In the face of this uncertainty over the scientific evidence about the
cause of the increasing Greenhouse Effect, humanists have a special
role to play in public policy decision-making. Rather than waiting for
scientific certainty on this question (which, as Hare points out we will
not have for a few decades - by which time it may be too late to do
anything), humanists can, and indeed are, offering knowledge to public
policy decision-makers who have to deal with our response to the
potential dangers of the Greenhouse Effect now.
You may wonder if you are hearing me correctly. Am I really
suggesting that humanists can help society deal with the Greenhouse
Effect where scientists cannot? Exactly! While I was director of the
Humanities Institute at the University of Calgary, we established an
interdisciplinary research team to do exactly this. Our task was to do
an ethical analysis of possible responses to the Greenhouse Effect that
politicians and CEOs could use in making policy decisions. Philosophers,
historians, scientists, and religion scholars produced an ethical analysis
which has since proved very helpful in making environmental decisions.
We published our results as an academic volume. 6 Knowing that public
policy decision-makers would not likely read an academic volume, we
hired Lydia Dotto, a science writer for the Globe and Mail, to write a
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popular 100 page digest of our analysis with a summary of our
recommendations upfront. 7 This book was highlighted in an interview
Lydia Dotto had with Peter Gzowski on CBC Radio's Morningside and
was featured in a Globe and Mail column. But we were still not sure
that we had fulfilled our responsibility as humanists in getting the
results of our ethical analysis into the hands of decision-makers. So we
worked with industry colleagues, who had helped fund the project
(Shell Canada), and,· through their intervention, received an invitation
to present our results to Provincial and Federal Environment
Roundtables. In making our presentations, we encountered . an
encouraging reception. The roundtables are made up of a cross-section
of stakeholders (as they are called), politicians, government officials,
company CEOs, NGO leaders, etc. They found the idea of looking at an
ethical analysis as advice for policy-making new and helpful. They
agreed that scientific studies lacked sufficient certainty to guide
decisions relating to the Greenhouse Effect. But an ethical basis for
decisions on how to respond was something they believed would find
support with the public, voters, and boards of directors. Thus they
found that our humanistic analysis and recommendations enabled them
to move forward in a way that scientific knowledge alone did not.
I have described the Greenhouse Effect example in some detail
because I believe that it is not a unique occurrence but rather the trend
for the future. In our centre in Victoria, we have other humanities-led
research teams at work which will yield not only theoretical knowledge
and an academic book, but also applied public policy recommendations.
These include: "A Cross-Cultural Approach to Health Care Ethics," "Religious Conscience, the State and the Law," "Population, Consumption
and the Environment," and "Sacred and Profane in Social and Natural
Justice: The Fish Stocks Case." Each of these projects is producing
public policy recommendations on global problems that scientific
knowledge alone has been unable to solve. Decision-makers are
increasingly open to examine recommendations from humanists on
public policy issues in areas such as the environment and health care.
The still point of the humanities is proving to be of value alongside the
scientist's lab in guiding society into the future.
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HUMANITIES AND THE CHALLENGE OF PLURALISM
Harold Coward

In the midst of today's cultural and religious pluralism, the traditional
humanities' search for truth is challenged. A cohesive claim to truth has
held societies, religions, and intellectual traditions together in the past.
Today's cultural, religious, and moral pluralism presents a serious
challenge. On what grounds can governmental, educational, legal,
cultural, religious, and health care institutions be organized? In the face
of this theoretical and practical challenge, what help has the study of
humanities to offer society?
For some colleagues, the very idea that humanists in their study
should be able to help society deal with the practical challenges of
pluralism may seem strange - perhaps even misconceived. It is the
theoretical struggle for knowledge that often claims our full attention.
This is dangerous, for it disconnects us from the basic data on which
we claim to reflect critically - we are caught up in theorizing about our
theories and sometimes seem to forget the data of life that the theories
are meant to explain.
The theologian Paul Tillich proposed what he called a "correlational
method" that I find helpful. It is a method of study that keeps us
grounded on the fundamental problems facing society and guards
against being caught up into theoretical speculation that is detached
from daily life. The correl-a tional method proceeds in the following way:
it makes an analysis of the human situation out of which the
contemporary existential questions arise and then searches for answers
to these basic questions in the store of knowledge we hold dear. The
analysis of the human situation for the basic questions posed is a task
for the humanities - for it employs human, creative self-interpretation
in all realms of culture. Philosophy contributes, but so does history,
poetry, drama, the novel, psychology, and sociology. Once the
questions . posed by our present analysis of human existence are
clarified, answers are sought (correlated) from our store of knowledge
- in religious terms, our revelations and traditions. Tillich takes his
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correlational approach from Augustine's doctrine of truth as dwelling in
the soul and transcending it at the same time, and Calvin's cognitive
correlation of the questions humans find implied in their existence with
the answers offered in divine revelation. In human existence today, a
major question posed at both the theoretical and practical levels is how
to respond to the challenge of pluralism.
In our day to day experience, the challenge of pluralism presents
itself through the .immigration of the past thirty years that has
dramatically changed the cultural and religious landscape of Canada. In
the past twenty-five years, the religious landscape of Canada has
changed radically. Where once people saw it as embodied in Christian
churches and Jewish synagogues, now there are, in addition, Islamic
mosques, Hindu, Buddhist, and Taoist temples, and Sikh gurdwaras in
virtually every major Canadian city. Peoples of very different religions
and cultures meet fellow Canadians in our cities and neighbourhoods
and share the workplace, the classroom, the hospitals, and the courts.
The 1991 census reveals the tremendous scope of the ethnic diversity
in our society, but tells us little about its religious dimensions or
significance.
Research is needed to establish both the dimensions and the
significance of Canada's new religious plurality by documenting the
ways in which the major new religious groups are being affected by and
adapting to Canadian culture, as well as the ways in which Canadian
culture is being altered by them.
Pluralism in the form of multiculturalism is an established part of
Canada's public policy. Canadians of European Judea-Christian heritage
have traditionally shown enthusiastic support for ethnic events such as
folk fairs, craft exhibits, and dance performances. They have also
applauded the trooping of flags of the countries of origin of our
immigrants in Canada Day celebrations. Yet, as Canada's population
becomes more diverse, tensions arise over such matters as immigration
patterns, the wearing of turbans in the RCMP, and Islamic dress in
school. There is a lively debate in civic, religious, political, legal,
educational, and health care institutions of the implications of our multicultural and multi-religious society. For example, a front page story in
the Globe and Mail reports Canada's federal Multiculturalism Minister,
Sheila Finestone, as saying that authors like Neil Bissoondath in his
Selling Illusions: The Cult of Multiculturalism in Canada are threatening
the fabric of Canadian society . 1 Bissoondath, for his part, argues that
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the official encouragement of ethnic diversity as multiculturalism may
be threatening a core Canadian way of life. How we appropriate
plurality through education and public policy to shape a positive
pluralism is one of the most important questions Canada faces in the
years ahead.
In academia, at the level of theory, the challenge of pluralism has
also evoked lively debate. Whereas in the past, the humanities saw
themselves engaged in a search for cohesive truth that would hold
soc1et1es, religions, and intellectual traditions together, today,
postmodern theory maintains that no such foundational truth exists. A
couple of decades ago, Robert Hutchins, then the chancellor of the
University of Chicago, offered a classic defense of the humanities as
that study which led people to understand one another through a
common language, a common stock of ideas, and a common
humanity. 2 Today, by contrast, the philosopher Richard Rorty, who
takes contemporary pluralism seriously, emphasizes the incommensurability of our discourses. Against the classical goal of the humanities
as finding and teaching a common stock of knowledge on which civic
institutions such as politics, law, education, and the arts can be
established, Rorty argues that the best we can do is attempt to achieve
mutual understanding across what must finally remain as
incommensurable discourses. Rather than having 'epistemology' or
common knowledge as its goal, Rorty suggests that 'hermeneutics' or
dialogue aimed at mutual understanding among discussants whose
starting points are incommensurable is the best that can be achieved.
Another postmodern theorist, Jean-Fran9ois Lyotard, also sees a
shift away from epistemology - from enlightenment theories of
knowledge which offer a foundational 'world view.' 3 The postmodern
critique of foundational truths of the past has challenged the privileging
of males, of Western thought, of the Judea-Christian tradition, and of
all essentialist thinking. In this sense, it has helped to open the way for
a new appreciation of women, of Aboriginal and Eastern religions, and
of the general importance of taking differences seriously. But it has also
fostered a sense of shallow relativism which, if taken uncritically, as it
sometimes is, runs the risk of reducing truth to "what my peers will let
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me get away with" and religious belief to a preference rather than an
ultimate commitment. As Jaroslav Pelikan asserts, "relativism about first
principles" has, in some quarters of the academy, been itself elevated
"to the status of a first principle (about which it is not permi~ted to be
a relativist)." 4 The demands for pluralism in theory and practice can also
take the form of a new unquestionable first principle or foundational
truth. The challenge of pluralism to the humanities, however, is to
discover an answer which is not reductionist in either direction (to
essentialism or to relativism) and provides a sound basis for civilized life
in our global community.
I believe there are ways in which we can move forward that take
seriously the reality of cultural pluralism in our communities and the
constructive critique of postmodern thought. The challenge requires
that we deal with the public policy issues that pluralism poses for a
democratic country like Canada with its official policy of
multiculturalism. Issues here include the emerging meanings of religious
pluralism for Canada's religious communities and public institutions, and
a consideration of the challenges and opportunities of a public commitment to pluralism in the light of the new contours of Canada, that is,
in terms of publi'c policy issues such as those raised by the current
Bissoondath book, that appear in education and health care delivery.
Study here must proceed on two levels simultaneously - theory and
practice.
At the theory level, there is much discussion as to how a liberal
democracy such as Canada ought to respond to the challenge of
religious and ethnic diversity. Amy Gutmann effectively summarizes the
debate. One side argues that religious or cultural diversity should not
be recognized in our public policy. Public institutions, this line of
thought suggests, should be impersonal so as to insure· that all are
treated as equals regardless of particular racial, religious, ethnic,
linguistic, or gender identities. The impersonality of the public
institutions is the price citizens should be willing to pay for living in a
society that treats us all as equals. On this view, the sacrifice for
religious and ethnic communities is enormous - namely, the giving up
of all of one's distinctiveness in public. An opposing position holds that
the treating of people as free and equal citizens requires that public
institutions acknowledge rather than ignore ethnic and religious
differences. Since the religious and cultural context is what gives
meaning to a person's life, therefore, this view argues, a secure
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recognition of religious and other differences at the public policy level
is required of the society. Consequently, for those people whose selfunderstanding depends upon the vitality of their religion and/or culture,
public institutions ought to acknowledge rather than ignore their
differences. And, in addition, not only ought differences to be
recognized but liberal democracies ought also to help minority religious
or ethnic groups protect themselves against being overwhelmed by the
mass or majority culture. This means that tax dollars need to be
allocated to the support of minority language and culture - a decision
governments find difficult to make in good times let alone in periods of
economic restraint. Another difficulty for this position arises when the
content of various cultures or religions is examined and found to
contain attitudes of racial, religious, or ethnic superiority and therefore
to be antagonistic to others. How can respect for the difference of
another which includes 'superiority' be reconciled with the liberal
democratic commitment to treat all people as equals?
The Canadian political philosopher, Charles Taylor, offers an original
contribution to this problem in his "The Politics of Recognition." 5 Basing
himself on Rousseau and Kant, Taylor offers a philosophical analysis of
what is at issue when people of different cultures/religions demand
equal recognition by the public institutions of a democracy. Taylor
begins his analysis from the premise that:
... our identity is partly shaped by recognition of its absence, often
by the misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of people
can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the people of society around
them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning or contemptible
picture of themselves. Non-recognition or misrec.ognition can inflict
harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false,
distorted, and reduced mode of being. 6

Thus dominant groups_have entrenched their superiority by inculcating
a sense of inferiority in the subjugated. From this premise, Taylor
argues that it is not sufficient simply to have a social policy that allows
cultures/religions to defend themselves, but that we must go further
and recognize the equal value of different cultures/religions - "that we
not only let them survive but acknowledge their worth." 7
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The logic behind Taylor's position is contained in the view that we
owe equal respect to all traditions - that all traditions which have
sustained human societies over an extended period of time have
something important to say to all of us. Just as, in a liberal democratic
society, all have equal civil and voting rights regardless of race or
culture, so also all should enjoy the presumption that their
culture/religion has value. This means, for example, that educational
curricula include presentations of all cultures/religions, not just those
that dominate, and .that health care institutions make space and give
recognition to the wisdom of traditional healing practices alongside
modern Western medical science. The logic of including and respecting
traditions does not, however, imply or necessitate the conclusion · that
they are all of equal worth. The demand for judgments of equal worth,
says Taylor, is paradoxically and tragically homogenizing. It implies that
before we have done the hard work of studying and opening ourselves
to others, we already have the standards to make such judgments. "A
favourable judgment made prematurely would be not only condescending but ethnocentric. It would praise the other for being like us." 8
Or, as Freud put it, we are simply defending ourselves against the
difference of the other by projecting our own position upon them and
proclaiming that they are the same as we are. This is comforting
because it allows us to hold our own view unexamined and unchallenged by the other, and altogether avoids the possibility that there may
be something wrong with our view or that there may be something new
of value in the position of the other. The implicit standards we have in
Canada are those of North Atlantic civilization. Including others by
implicitly employing our standards to judge others can have the result
of making everyone the same, that is, like us.
By contrast, Taylor's presumption of worth "imagines a universe in
which different cultures complement each other with quite different
kinds of contribution. His picture not only is compatible with, but
demands judgments of, superiority-in-a-certain-respect." 9 Equal worth,
therefore, is not a presumed conclusion but a stance we adopt in
meeting or embarking upon the study of the other.
Taylor supports this approach by an appeal to the view of divine
providence according to which the variety of culture/religion is not an
accident but was meant to bring about greater harmony. From a purely
humanistic perspective, he argues that:

8
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. . . cultures that have provided the horizon of meaning for large
numbers of human beings, of diverse characters and temperaments,
over a long period of time - that have, in other words, articulated
their sense of the good, the holy, the admirable - are almost certain
to have something that deserves our admiration and respect, even if
it is accompanied by much that we have to abhor and reject. 10

To reject this possibility a priori would be an act of supreme arrogance
and moral failure. The humility which recognizes that we, and our
particular religion and culture, are but a limited part of the total human
story requires from us, not peremptory and unauthentic judgments that
all are of equal value, but rather, a willingness to be open to the
meeting and study of others that must widen and transform our
standards in the process. Taylor concludes this means that we are far
from any ultimate standard or horizon from which the relative worth of
different cultures/religions may be judged.
While there is much in Taylor's theorizing that is admirable, there is
a practical problem that remains unresolved. The separation of religion
and state that exists in a liberal democracy such as Canada in itself
seems to undercut the full recognition and practice of religions such as
Islam or Sikhism that see themselves as complete ways of life. Let me
illustrate with an example from Sikh experience in Canada. In the early
British Columbia Sikh communities, the gurdwara was not only the
religious centre but also the locus of social service, and political and
cultural activities. Canadian public policy, however, has increasingly
separated the religious from these other activities and placed the latter
into an ethnic rather than a religious context. While consistent with
Canada's stated commitment to multiculturalism and religious pluralism,
this policy has resulted in new government or go·vernment-supported
institutions being established on an ethnic basis to provide social and
cultural services in a non-religious context. Thus, whereas Canada's
first gurdwaras provided food and shelter for homeless Sikhs, helped
with immigration and employment, and offered educational and cultural
programmes, these functions are now largely taken over by government
agencies or semi-governmental organizations like the Immigrant
Services Centre and various ethnic health services organizations. Also,
with the establishment of community groups such as the Punjabi
Cultural Association and independent Punjabi school, one finds that
ethnic cultural and educational activities no longer belong exclusively
to the gurdwaras. Now, in greater conformity with Canadian public
policy and religious practice, gurdwaras are more focused on religious

10
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concerns and function increasingly like western-style 'houses of
worship.' Support for this differentiation between 'religion' and 'ethnicity'
is especially strong among two groups: Canadian-born second or third
generation Sikhs and a small but vocal group of white non-South Asian
Sikh converts.
Second or third generation Canadians of Punjabi-Sikh ancestry are
now a sizable group and are marked by their strong ethnic identity. By
and large, they have not married outside of their own group. While they
have responded aggressively to increasing anti-South Asian hostility in
recent years, they have in the main kept their distance from recent Sikh
religious revivalism, "regarding it as unfortunate return to aspects of life
in 'village India' with little relevance to, or positive implications for; the
community's situation in Canada." 11 In line with Canadian public policy
and its separation of religion and ethnicity, second and third generation
Sikhs are comfortable in identifying more closely with ethnic and
political institutions than with religious organizations from which they
may feel estranged. Thus, the idea arises that in Canada one can be
'ethnically Sikh' without being 'religiously Sikh.' This is, of course,
consistent with Canadian public policy where religious practice is seen
as a matter of individual preference and quite separate from one's
ethnicity. And it is just such a 'Canadian' or 'Western' way of living that
may properly cause concern among those who judge Sikhism to be a
total way of life, not separable into religious and secular ethnic
components. While religion as a matter of individual religious
preference, which is quite separate from one's language, culture, and
ethnicity, is not a problem for Taylor's theory of pluralism and is quite
consistent with the expectations of liberal democracy, it may be a kind
of religion which is not sustainable in the long run - or so the
experience of Judaism and Christianity may suggest.
From the practical perspective, the question must be raised as to
whether a separation of the sort experienced by the Sikhs in Canada
between religion and ethnicity as well as between religion and its
traditional educational and social service functions is a necessary result
of living in a modern liberal democracy. And if the answer is "yes,"
then the further question must also be asked, namely, "Does the
separation between religion and ethnicity, religion and education/social
services, necessarily over time result in the diminution of religious
vitality for traditions that in the past have experienced themselves as
comprehensive 'ways of life?"' Yet another question for pluralism
research is, "Is plurality viable in the long term if the culture/ethnicities
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become separated from the overall religious context in which they were
originally embedded?" For example, will Sikh ethnicity survive through
several generations if separated from Sikh religion? Should the answer
be "no," we would then be forced to consider whether public policy of
democratic liberalism in its separation of religion and state is, in its long
term effect, a homogenizing force that ultimately destroys both cultural
and religious diversity.
Earlier in this essay, we discussed how pluralism and the postmodern critique of knowledge threatened to land us in a state of moral
relativism where, it seems, "anything goes," because we lack a common
foundation upon which universal norms can be raised. Let us examine
this worry in the practical context of health care ethics.
The worry goes something like this. If I am to be tolerant of and
sensitive to all cultures or religions and their differing beliefs/practices,
I will end up as doctor, nurse, or hospital having to uncritically accept
whatever values they hold, whether or not such values are right. In
fact, with this approach, everything seems relative to the beliefs of
one's culture/religion and therefore it would seem "anything goes!"
Jehovah's Witnesses refuse blood transfusions that would save the
lives of their children, Somalia mothers request circumcisions of varying
degrees of severity for their daughters and South Asian families desire
sex selection of the fetus to obtain sons. Sensitivity to cultural/religious
differences seems to leave health care professionals and institutions no
choice but to go along with culturally-based actions that fly in the face
of the values of Hippocrates or Florence Nightingale. But is this
necessarily true? Let us see if there is a way of making ethical
distinctions between culture/religion norms that does not render them
all equally good.
Jay Newman, a Canadian philosopher, has proposed that we can
have cultural tolerance without ethical relativism in the following way.
What is called civilized by one culture may be dismissed .as savagery by
another. Yet we can agree on a way of making ethical judgments
between the norms and practices of cultures/religions.
First of all, we are not so ethnocentric that we cannot recognize real
or ideal values in other cultures as better than our own. We can all
identify shortcomings in our own culture and can admire institutions
and values of radically different ethnic and religious groups. For
example, our dawning awareness in the modern West that valuing
nature as a commodity to be limitlessly exploited for our own use is
inferior to the Hindu/Buddhist/Taoist view that humans are merely an
interdependent part of nature and thus must respect it, or the Aboriginal
view that the plants and animals are peoples just as we are and
therefore are deserving of equal respect.
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Secondly, there appear to be certain 'trans-cultural values' that are
taught in most religions or cultures, values that become more dominant
as a society develops, and recede as a society disintegrates. For
example, when we study such diverse great works as the Hindu
Bhagavad Gita, the Buddhist Tripitaka, or Confucius' Analects, we find
ethical teaching that sounds very similar to the Torah, the Bible, the
Qur'an, and some modern philosophers. All teach that we are to respect
and not abuse nature. The prescription against killing others is virtually
universal. Confucius' saying, "A great man is conscious only of justice;
a petty man only of self-interest" is parallelled by the requirements for
justice taught by the great prophets of the Torah and the Bible. Honesty
and truthfulness are valued in the Hindu Yoga Sutras as well as the
Bible and Qur'an. The Bhagavad-Gita teaches "there is no wisdom for
a person without harmony, and without harmony there is no
contemplation. Without contemplation, there cannot be peace, and
without peace can there be joy." Here we find familiar values:
harmony, duty, wisdom, peace, and joy.
While all the values of all traditions are not the same, there are some
basic transcultural values that keep us from sliding into the moral
morass of "anything goes." But we might then ask, if there is a
universal ethical foundation of transcultural values, why are they so
seldom practised in the world? Transcultural values are essentially
'ends,' and people in different religions or cultures disagree as to what
the appropriate means to these ends are. Plato's Republic, the Bible,
and the Marxist Manifesto all deal with issues related to justice and
peace, but offer different means to reach these ideal ends. The crucial
question for any society then is how much its ideal ends are realized in
practice.
What is the implication of all of this for health care ethics? It means
that there are ethical standards we can look to in each tradition standards which we can all embrace. In the example of the desire of
Muslim Somali mothers to have clitorectomy performed upon their
daughters so as to make them marriageable, a careful study of the
Our'an reveals that this practice is not approved by the Qur'an but is a
matter of culture. 12 Nor is sex selection for sons allowed in Hindu
ethics. The effective and sensitive way to deal with this issue is not to
reject the practice on the basis of Western liberal values, but to help
mothers or families see that such practices are not sanctioned by the
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authority of their own tradition,· the Our'an or Veda. Transcultural values
can only be appealed to successfully by pointing to their presence in
the religion/culture of the person to whom one is speaking, e.g. the
Somali mother or the Hindu family. Attempts to apply a value by superimposing it from your culture upon them is imperialistic, insensitive,
and, in the long run, will not work. The other way, namely, appealing
to the manifestation of the transcultural value present within their
tradition, requires that we as health care professionals educate
ourselves in the cultures/religions of our patients. This may seem too
much to ask when one is already overburdened just trying to keep up
with the latest developments. However, I would argue that such
education is today a prerequisite requirement for doctors, nurses, social
workers, politicians, or ethicists working with people from various
cultures. With education, we will be able to sensitively appeal to the
transcultural value we wish to actualize in a given situation without
regressing to moral relativism or engaging in cultural imperialism. Only
then will we have a sustainable basis for ethics in multicultural health
care. To achieve this goal, we will need to be in dialogue with ethics
scholars of other cultures and religions as well as with other traditional
systems of medicine. We also need to engage in dialogue with an
individual from another culture at the clinical level. To be effective,
such dialogue requires that doctors or nurses be aware of their own
culture (both medical and otherwise), be sensitive to the culture of the
other, and, through the cross-cultural exchange, find what is 'right.' 13
Another helpful approach to this problem is offered by Susan
Sherwin in her book, No Longer Patient: Feminist Ethics and Health
Care. She identifies a feminist basis from which to show that practices
such as genital mutilation are wrong regardless of the culture in which
they occur. Just as male dominance of women is an international
practice, so feminist ethics can critique oppressive practices of male
dominance in other cultures. Sherwin notes that:
Genital mutilation is linked to interests associated · with male
dominance - assurances of sexual fidelity, tight vaginas for sexual
pleasure, protection against women's demands for sexual satisfaction,
and cruelty to women. Unless there is evidence that women would
agree to this practice if they were free of patriarchal coercion, we
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cannot treat it as an acceptable local custom, even if the majority of
citizens in areas where it is customarily practiced now approves of it. 14

But how does one intervene in another culture/religion to oppose
such morally unacceptable practices? Here Sherwin counsels caution
against any move which could be viewed as imperialism. She advises
that feminists from outside should not impose their solutions without
the support of at least some of the women who are part of that culture.
The idea is that one can assist from outside by working to support
those within a culture who, as a minority, are opposing a cruel and
oppressive practice. But, warns Sherwin, sensitivity to the other culture
and respect for the democratic processes of moral decision-making
must always be maintained.
I began this essay by asking if the humanities had any help to offer
society in its attempts to respond to the challenge posed by today's
cultural and religious pluralism. This challenge has claimed our attention
in theoretical debate (e.g. postmodernism). I have attempted to show
that the humanities have a vital role to play in helping society respond
to the challenge of pluralism in ways that respect others (their cultures
and religions) and yet do not slide into a shallow relativism where
"anything goes." Humanists, more than any other group in our society,
have the ability to help modern pluralistic society find the foundations
upon which the respect for others and common moral values can be
achieved. Although we are properly worried over funding cutbacks to
our universities, let us not lose sight of our larger calling as humanists
and the constructive contribution we can make to the challenges facing
contemporary civilization.
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FIRST WAVE, SECOND WAVE, THIRD WAVE:
CHANGING WOMEN AND THE INFORMATION SOCIETY 1
Catharine Stimpson

I think, therefore I am dangerous.
A feminist button
In Spring 1995, I taught an undergraduate class in women's studies
at Rutgers University, a large public institution. All of the students,
even the 'non-traditional' ones, were younger than I. Each Sunday, I
corrected their papers, which were usually beautifully formatted if not
always beautifully argued. Each Monday, I taught the class, or rather,
because this was women's studies, served as co-discussion leader.
I felt enormous affection for my students: the political science major
who wanted to become a record producer; the white woman who
galvanized the class with her descriptions of being on welfare as a
single morn; the African-American student, the first in her family to
attend college, whose mother and aunt had protected her while she
was growing up in a tough urban neighbourhood; the out lesbian who
drove a Jeep and insisted on spelling women 'womyn.'
The class taught me about the current evolutionary stage of
women's studies, a field that is constantly changing. In turn, this
provoked me to think about women's studies at large: its achievements;
the discontents it has caused and suffered; its place in the larger story
about women and education, particularly in the United States. Although
I am aware of the formulaic and static qualities of my metaphor, I see
this narrative as consisting of three waves.

1
This paper was first given as the Deborah L Rhode Lecture at Stanford
University on 24 May 1995. I am grateful to the Stanford Institute for Research
on Women and Gender for inviting me, to students in my women's studies
classes at Rutgers University, and to colleagues from whom I have learned. A
version appeared in Dissent 43, no. 1 (Winter 1996): 67-75. I thank Michael
Walzer for his scrupulous editing.
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The First Wave was for access to educational institutions and the
domain of reason. Its riders have had to wage an obnoxious battle to
convince powerful and powerless alike that the female skull did
embrace an agile brain and that this brain was worth something. The
First Wave, gathering strength in the West in the nineteenth century,
was inseparable from women's push for access to political institutions.
In many places, the First is still the leading wave.
The Second Wave gathered its strength in the middle of the
twentieth century. I am a Second Waver. Crucially, the Information
Society, at once ballyhoo and the fabric of our lives, was
simultaneously emerging. In part, the ambitious riders of the Second
Wave renewed the struggle for access; in part, they sought to
transform institutions of teaching and learning: curricula, pedagogy,
participants, ethics.
A Third Wave, which includes my students, is now picking up speed
in turbulent waters. Who will ride this Wave most successfully? When
and where will it break? The answers to these questions are unknown.
Because historians have mapped the First Wave so well, I will begin
with Wave Two.

Wave Two
For a number of reasons, the struggle over women's education was
less visible during the early middle and middle part of the twentieth
century, certainly in the United States. In the 1960s, again for a
number of reasons, it gained new visibility and vigour at the same time
as the Information Society was aborning; the Information Society,
which lives and dies by the new technologies of the computer,
television, fax, and telephone.
To draw two parallel lines: In 1962, Fritz Machlup published his
pioneering text about the Information Society, The Production and
Distribution of Knowledge in the United States, analysing the
production of knowledge as an economic activity and industry with its
own occupational categories: education, research and development, the
communications media, information machines (such as computers), and
information services. 2 In 1963, Betty Friedan published The Feminine
Mystique. 3 In 1972, Ms. Magazine went into action. In 1977, the
American Library Association took up the question of libraries in a post-

2
Fritz Machlup, The Production and Distribution of Knowledge in the United
States (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1962).
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industrial, information society. In 1977, Elaine Showalter published A
Literature of Their Own and Barbara K Smith "Toward a Black Feminist
Criticism. " 4 In 1982, John Naisbitt, in Megatrends: Ten New Directions
Transforming Our Lives, told Americans that the most explosive shift
in their lives was that from an industrial to an information society. 5 In
1982, Carol Gilligan presented In A Different Voice, her influential
study of women and moral reasoning. 6
More accurately, these two lines are not parallel but intertwined. In
the Information Society, education - the active acquisition of theories,
concepts, empirical knowledge, and information-handling competencies
- matters for survival and success. The Information Society tells us
that our minds, not our bodies, are our power generators. Significantly,
not everyone who cares about educating women for citizenship in the
Information Society is a feminist. The necessity of educating women,
at least narrowly, is a theme on which feminists and many nonfeminists agree. Only hardy misogynists and gender traditionalists
believe today that women are best barefoot, pregnant, and illiterate.
Feminists, however, have cared passionately about women's
education. Self-consciously and imaginatively, contemporary feminism
structured itself as a sweeping movement for educational change with
five goals. First, though not always foremost, feminism would improve
child-rearing and socialization practices. It would rebuild the schoolroom
of the home. Next, it would organize small 'consciousness-raising'
groups in which women would learn from each other about their lives
in order to change their lives. Next, feminism would attack the media,
the studios that market lessons and images for a mass culture. Next,
feminism would create cultural alternatives, a new art, literature, film,
music, journalism, and religion. Finally, feminism would 'transform,' or
at least alter, the sites of formal education from child care to research
centres.
These transformative acts had two goals. Though they overlapped,
they mirrored one of the dominant tensions within feminism at large.
Was the end of feminism the support of gender equality, which
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stressed the similarities between men and women, or was the end of
feminism the support of gender differences, which stressed female
specificity? The first and more reformist educational goal was equal
access for women to existing institutions, an access that the First
Wave had been unable to achieve: schooling for all women, no matter
what their race and class; legitimacy for women and women's studies
in 'mainstream' academic disciplines; entry to powerful all-male
undergraduate schools, such as the military academies; entrance and
far greater rates of admission to professional education; a warmer
welcome in such citadels of power as presidencies, boards of
governors, and tenured faculties; huskier access to sports. The second
and more radical goal was the creation of a variety of ideas, norms, and
spaces that would focus on 'women as women:' theories about
women's ways of knowing, women's centres, rape crisis centres, the
more separatist women's studies programmes, and lesbian studies.
Both goals provoked resistance, but not surprisingly, the reformist
goal less than the radical. For many pursuers of the radical goal
celebrated 'women-identified women' and suspected heterosexual
norms. Aarrgh, people responded. If they do this, what will happen to
love, marriage, motherhood, the family?
The explicit alliance between contemporary feminism and higher
education has had so many triumphs that some people have concluded
that feminism has given way to postfeminism. To them, Second
Wavers are a greying boring troop, given to war stories, choruses of "I
am woman, hear me roar," and demands for grateful Mother's Day
cards from Third Wavers. Successful because they met deep needs, the
great Second Wave achievements include the following:
•

Much overt discrimination, which official policies and practices had
formalized, has disappeared.

•

Educators are aware of such other gender issues as sexual
harassment and the need for child care.

•

Majority women are far more conscious of differences among
women, especially racial differences.

•

More women are entering colleges and universities. In the United
States, between 1980 and 1990, the number of indigenous women
attending college increased by 30 percent; Asian-American women
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99 percent; African-American women 16 percent; Hispanic women
73 percent; white women 15 percent. 7
•

Employment is more equitable. In the United States, between 1972
and 1989, the proportion of women who were assistant professors
grew from twenty-four percent to over thirty-eight percent. By
1993, 44. 7 percent of assistant professors were women. By 1995,
Courtney Leatherman reports, the proportion of female faculty
members had "grown at every academic rank by about one
percentage point a year for the last five years." Wage gaps between
men and women were lessening. 8

•

Women and gender, as academic subjects, have entered culture and
the curriculum. Under a variety of rubrics, 'women's studies' is a
force. Today, there are women's studies courses in over two thirds
of American universities; nearly one half of our four-year colleges;
about one quarter of our two-year institutions. Altogether, about
2000 colleges and universities have some sort of a women's studies
curriculum. 9 In 1970, at the American Philosophical Association's
convention, none of the 100 papers was on race or gender . 10 In
1990, 21 of 224 papers took up these issues. Authoritative
dictionaries, thesauri, encyclopedias, companions, and guides are
now being published. People can go online to get core reading lists
through the Office of the Women's Studies Librarian at the
University of Wisconsin and the University of Wisconsin-Madison
Libraries Gopher Services.

The four international meetings about women that the United
Nations sponsored between 1975 and 1995 strengthened the global
perception of the importance of women's studies - primarily because
of the work of non-governmental organizations. By 1990, at least 164
free-standing and university-based research centres focused on women:
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sixty-six in the United States and Canada; twenty-nine in Asia, ten in
India alone; twenty-five in Europe and England; twenty-three in Mexico,
Central America, and Latin America; eight in Northern and Sub-Saharan
Africa; five in Australia and New Zealand; four in the Middle East; four
in the Caribbean. Centres then began to appear in the former Soviet
Union and in China. By mid-1995, the National Council for Research on
Women, with over seventy-five member centres in the United States,
had 254 international research and resource centres on its formal
"International Centres for Research on Women" listing . 11
Not every programme has flourished. Many programmes still
scrounge for institutional resources. Not every pioneer has survived.
Nevertheless, in part because of the sacrifices of the pioneers, a moral,
cognitive, and affective vision of education is in place. Crazily Utopian
dreams of the radical social transformations that women's studies might
bring about still linger, but the pragmatism of increasing maturity
tempers them. Symbolically, the title of the 1995 National Women's
Studies Association, which has survived several near-death
experiences, is both bold and qualified: "Cultural, Intellectual, and
Political (R)evolutions." Enough people have graduated as women's
studies majors, minors, and concentrates to provide evidence that
women's studies bolsters many students.
Moreover, the ideas of women's studies, across and within
disciplines, are flourishing. Women's studies began with a critique of
knowledge as usual. If knowledge of women and gender had been
adequate, women's studies would have been irrelevant. Knowledge,
alas, had been inadequate. It had excluded, marginalized, and belittled
women. It had, moreover, mismeasured sexual difference by making
the male 'the norm' of human behaviour and the female a variant. 12
In an early revisionary move, made under the deep influence of
Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex, women's studies distinguished
between sex, a biological condition subject to some of the rules of
nature, and gender, a social construction subject to the rules of culture.
One may be born female, but one becomes a woman. The humanlymade rules of culture define much of what we believe to be natural for example, our bodies and our sexualities. As Joan Scott explains,

11
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... gender is the social organization of sexual difference. But this does
not mean that gender reflects or implements fixed and natural physical
differences between women and men; rather gender is the knowledge
that establishes meanings for bodily differences. 13

All societies have biological women, but the meaning of being a
woman differs from one society to another. All have biological men, but
the meaning of being a man differs from one society to another. All
have gender systems, but their structure, processes, and meanings
differ from one society to another. Under the pressure of these
perceptions, women's studies taught itself not to speak of a universal
woman, of an 'essential femaleness.' To do so was to commit the
intellectual sin of 'essentialism.' Simultaneously, postmodern science
and medicine were inventing brave new reproductive technologies.
These technologies also destabilized beliefs about gender relations that
once seemed fixed by nature's law. What is a man's reproductive role
if a sperm bank will do? A woman's role if a surrogate mother will do?
Much of the energy of women's studies was then and still is spent
documenting the invidious nature of largely constructed sexual
differences with their hierarchies and their discriminations. In the 1970s
and early 1980s, however, some feminists began to distrust the
analysis of sexual difference that made women little more than men's
victims. These thinkers wanted to picture women as survivors and
creators. In philosophy, for example, Sara Ruddick began to elaborate
the theory of 'maternal thinking,' a concept of the actively benign
cognitive and ethical behaviour that arises from the practices of
mothering.
In the 1970s, several other developments evolved, in part in reaction
to the interest in 'the female' or 'women's culture.' One was men's
studies, an elaboration, often despairing, even woeful, of 'the male' or
'men's culture' or the construction of 'masculinity.' A second, more
pervasive and more controversial, was the rise of feminist postmodern
or poststructuralist theories. Philosophically, they sustained the attack
on 'essentialism' and, in a compatible move, undercut the assumption
that the languages we use accurately mirror the realities we inhabit.
Instead, discourse, our languages, shape and sculpt these realities.
Psychologically, postmodern theories praised a picture of the self that
was fluid, shifting, fragmented, a turbulent river fed by multiple
streams and springs. I am woman; hear my self-divisions roar.

13
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Finally, and perhaps most significantly, was the creation of 'gender
studies.' Sometimes defended as an intellectual alliance between
women's studies and men's studies that shows how 'femininity' and
'masculinity' fit together like two huge Lego blocks, gender studies is
more spacious and less passionate than women's studies. Because
gender studies is more spacious, it may subsume women's studies.
Because gender studies is less passionate, it may not have the energy
and will to do so.
Superficially, it might seem contradictory to think of gender
difference as both destructive and constructive. However, seen as a
whole, women's experiences have been contradictory, full of conflicting
conditions and clashing forces. To note but four: first, if the family is
the home plate of patriarchy, the family may nevertheless be the place
in which men and women are companions against a hostile world.
Second, if many societies devalue women, they may nevertheless
generate a special set of values, 'female values,' that have their own
meaning and worth. Third, if many societies scorn women as creators
and guardians of public organizations and culture, women have created
their own organizations (the women's movement, for example) and
cultural spaces (the women's colleges, West African wall paintings,
Greek mourning songs). Fourth, most painfully, if many societies
deprive women of power over themselves, women still have powers to
exercise. Women, though Other to men, have their Others, too. In the
United States, white women did own black slaves - of both sexes. In
Nazi Germany, Nazi women did brutalize and kill Jews - of both sexes.
Colonizers both lorded and ladied it over the colonized. Affluent women
hire servants - of both sexes.
In brief, the picture of Woman as Total Victim was shown to be as
false as the picture of Woman as Total Woman. The study of women
and power provided academic documentation for an everyday, 'streetsmart' perception: the importance of the historical and contemporary
differences among women that race, class, sexuality, tribe, nationality,
age, religion, and a host of other conditions cut. The study of
differences among women began to supplement the study of
differences between women and men - be they destructive or
constructive.
This supplement actually consists of several activities. One, which
the journal differences represents, is the sophisticated study of the
many and various meanings of 'difference' itself. Another is the
exploration of group differences. From the beginning, ideology,
methodology, theoretical stances, and disciplinary allegiances had
divided people in women's studies. In the 1970s, women's studies
fissured even further into a number of groups, each of which fused the
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study of sex and gender with · at least one other powerful element of
biological, social, and/or cultural identity: class for Marxist Feminist or
materialist Feminist Studies; sexual preference for Lesbian Studies;
colonization for post-colonial or Subaltern studies; region for students
of rural or urban women; nationality for Australian Women's Studies or
Canadian Women's Studies; religion for feminist spirituality; and race
and ethnicity for Black Feminist Studies, Latina or Chicana Studies,
Native American Women's Studies or Asian-American Women's Studies.
Each of these groups then engaged in three on-going tasks. The first
was to examine its own structures and internal processes. How, for
example, do gay men relate to lesbian women in Queer Nation? The
second was for a group to examine its relations with other groups,
particularly relations of domination and dependence. The third,
dissolving these relations, was for groups to enter into conversations
and coalitions with other groups. The purpose of some conversations
was to write new philosophical, historical, or social narratives.
"Dialogue and principled coalition," states the black feminist sociologist
Patricia Hill Collins, "create possibilities for new versions of truth. " 14
The purpose of other conversations was to recreate pedagogy. Perhaps
more than women's studies scholarship, the women's studies classroom
has been an historic experiment in the design of difficult, delicate
conversations and coalitions. Theoreticians of feminist pedagogy
believe that the women's studies classroom provides a model for
teaching with and about the socially-constructed differences among us
all. If these theoreticians are right, women's studies will have devised
a technique for education in a multicultural world.
Despite the praise of gorgeous mosaics of difference and colourful
rainbows, women's studies has often been cool towards still another
group, an increasingly organized if still diffuse collection of scholars/
writers. They share seriousness of purpose, · frequent distinction, the
willingness to claim the title of feminist, an interest in the subjects of
women and gender, and a sense of alienation from women's studies as
usual.
For some members of this group, women's studies has ignored and
evaded the power of nature in the construction of gender - whether
nature be revealed through evolutionary biology, the neurosciences,
cognitive studies, or genetics. For other members, women's studies has
refused to admit how necessary the legal, heterosexual family is. For
nearly all, women's studies has turned feminist political convictions into
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foundational intellectual principles. In a comparatively supportive review
of Signs; Journal of Women in Culture and Society, Elizabeth FoxGenovese writes,
One would not turn to SIGNS for an impartial appraisal of Margaret
Thatcher's record, much less for appreciation of her political genius ...
What SIGNS does, it does well - according to its own lights. And its
lights are those of academic feminism, which persists in a
determination to see the larger world through its own lens . 15

As a whole, these scholars have provided much of the partially
repressed content of women's studies. As repressed content is wont to
do, it returned - in the Third Wave 1990s - in debased and strident
form. For, the more reckless and politically ambitious opponents of
women's studies could find material with which to cudgel women's
studies as uniformly hostile to science, objective inquiry, liberal
education, the family, and anyone (female or male) who questions its
political agenda.
Wave Three
Today, the general condition of women and higher education is
mixed. Women have made many gains. Since 1986, in the United
States, they now earn the majority of bachelor's and master's degrees.
Much, though, is left to do. Despite affirmative action, equitable hiring
is an ideal, not a commonplace, and affirmative action, if it survives,
needs to be rethought. In 1992, in the United States, only about 12
percent of the chief executive officers of our 3,500 or so institutions
of higher education were women. Tenure is still more elusive for
women than for men. The question of how to be 'a woman,' selfsacrificing and domestic, and 'a professional,' self-fulfilling and public,
groans on. More poignantly, many, many women are torn between
their desire to be a good mother and their desire to be a good scholar,
or scientist, or administrator; between carrying a laptop and holding a
child on one's lap. The phrase "the biological clock vs. the tenure
clock" encapsulates this tension. Despite the growth in the number of
men who actively parent their children, daily child-rearing is still
women's work.
Exacerbating women's difficulties, as well as those of less affluent
men, are the current economic troubles for civic institutions in general
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and higher education in particular. 'Spending freezes,' 'hiring freezes,'
'privatization,' 'cutbacks,' and that dear euphemism, 'restructuring,' are
basic building blocks of the vocabulary of increasing scarcity. Ironically,
in the United States, the harder it has become to pay for higher
education, the more its market value has increased for both genders.
In 1993, college graduates earned 57 percent more than people
without a college degree; only the possessors of graduate degrees
outstripped inflation over a twenty-year period. A degree's market value
has increased - in great part because we believe we cannot market
ourselves in the Information Society without a degree.
To add to the pain, a belligerent backlash against women is
whipping through higher education. Susan Faludi has written pungently
of "The backlash brain trust: from neocons to neofems. " 16 Indeed, the
greater the gain, the more virulent the backlash - perhaps our nasty
social equivalent of Newton's Third Law of motion, that is for every
action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. The backlash against
women's studies is only a part of larger efforts to contain the modern
struggle for educational and social equity. In brief, assassins of grand
educational dreams, the joiners of the National Reaction Association,
oil and cock their weapons.
Only the naive will be shocked, shocked that women's studies has
stimulated a backlash. Although the opposition reflects the human
resistance to any change in our bibliographies and lecture notes, it also
embodies two gender-specific fears. The first is that women of all
races, like minorities of both genders, are irrational, castrators of
reason, by nature non-academic. The second, equally sweeping fear
is that changes in our thinking about women will stimulate changes in
our social, familial, and psychological orders. I think of a recent William
Hamilton cartoon in The New Yorker. Three sleek, well-fed white men
are lighting up cigars and lifting brandy snifters before a glowing
fireplace. "God," one of them is saying, "they were fun then women." 17
Like an angry shadow, the opposition has mutated as women's
studies has mutated and as larger forces have stormed over the
sociopolitical landscape. Despite these mutations, the opposition has
had a constant theme: women's studies is the monster mother of
gender rebellion ~nd mindlessness. Since the 1980s, some social
conservatives and neo-conservatives have organized highly visible
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campaigns that have lambasted women's studies and announced that
this phenomenon, often labelled 'academic feminism,' represents the ills
of the postmodern world. This symptom of a vast degeneration betrays
the free market, the free world, free and objective inquiry, the family,
and heterosexuality without tears. Religious fundamentalists chime in
that women's studies/academic feminism is ungodly, too.
Recently, in a movement that cohered in 1993, a small group of
women who call themselves feminists of one stripe or another have
joined in the search for radical, badly-read women's studies. One
achievement of women's studies has been to have created such a
sweet career opportunity. Because most of these women chronologically belong to the Second Wave, they articulate an intra-generational
perspective that differs from that of younger revisionary writers such
as Katie Roiphe. The older group's arguments reconstitute the dreary
binary opposition between Good Women and Bad Girls. They are the
Good Women of Responsible Feminism and Academic Tradition. The
others are the Bad Girls of Irresponsible Feminism and Academic
Defilement, witchy creatures who prefer peaked hats and broomsticks
to caps and gowns. Most of the Bad Girls of Irresponsible Feminism
seem to be white, another erasure of the contributions to women's
studies of women of colour. The Good Women of Responsible
Feminism often adapt a Gothic narrative strategy. Once inside women's
studies, they have now escaped to tell a story of bondage and danger.
A 1994 expose bears the fright-wig title Professing Feminism:
Cautionary Tales from the Strange World of Women's Studies. 18
The texts that lash out against women's studies belong to a much
bigger polemic genre that others and I have discussed elsewhere: the
labelling and dismissing of the "contemporary left," a messily diverse
group that includes people who could not check off the differences
between Stalin and Trotsky, let alone Marx and Mao, on a multi-choice
exam. Practiced by both liberals and conservatives, the genre first
announces that a culture war is going on. One side, the Left barbarians,
is out to destroy Western values. The other side, the civilized, must
uphold the West. But the barbarians (be they multiculturalists, tenured
radicals, radical feminists, or gender feminists) have won. The forces
of civilization must now fight back - as the English did against the
Nazis under the leadership of Winston Churchill in the terrible early days
of World War II. Erupting with exaggerations, making a part of the
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whole the whole shebang, the genre distorts and lies without the
slightest blush or sign of shame. Nevertheless, it has made its mark.
To be sure, women's studies has given its opponents material to
mock, scorn, and question. To the great and unheralded credit of
women's studies, analysing these errors is common in the serious
women's studies literature. Even the most cursory analysis shows that
some people in women's studies have explicitly linked their educational
and intellectual work to a political agenda. Moreover, often in pursuit
of such an agenda, within women's studies, like can fervently seek like.
Women's studies has been a growth industry for affinity groups. For
historical and psychological reasons, these groups stake out a place on
the margins of society. Very few claim a place in the center. If they do,
like 'white women's groups,' they express guilt about their centrality
and privilege - often legitimately so. A consequence of this is that
groups begin their work from a position of vulnerability, weakness, and
anxiety. In part because of strong social resistance, in lesser part
because a marginal zone can become a quasi-masochistic comfort
zone, these groups tend to travel no further. They can also indulge in
self-righteous games of identity politics, the conflation of one's race,
gender, sexual preference, or religion with one's views, norms, and
politics.
A risk of identity politics is the simplistic labelling of complex
phenomena. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, women's studies spoke
sweepingly about 'patriarchy' and about 'woman' as if patriarchy
were the equivalent of original sin and woman the equivalent of
redemption. In the 1970s, women's studies turned from patriarchy as
a description of the workings and fixings of history and turned to an
iron triangle, race/class/gender, a three-fold set of historical categories
that was meant to characterize all societies, at all times, in all places.
Of course, race, class, and gender are profoundly important historical
categories and experiences, but so are tribe, nation, religion, language,
culture, age.
Methodologically, women's studies has relied too much on
statements of personal experience and the anecdote. Our desire to help
each woman find a voice has had an unintended consequence: we have
often neglected to teach our students to move as effectively and easily
in the important rhetorical spaces between autobiography and wild
overgeneralization, between saying "I hate my father" and "All men are
hateful." In our over-reliance on the personal voice, we have sometimes
permitted individual stunts and childish exhibitionism to substitute for
teaching. One woman's masturbatory practices do not a syllabus make.
Psychologically, faculty, staff, and students have made too many
demands on women's studies programmes. They are to provide an
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impossible model of egalitarianism and cooperation, a perfect haven of
principle, a nurturing sanctuary. If a programme or a 'leader' were to
lapse for a moment, complaints flow as if programme or leader were
the unforgivably never-good-enough mother. And nothing, nothing was
ever the fault of the complainant. I am woman; hear me suffer, hear me
protest, hear my innocence.
The Third Wave now swims in these cross-currents. The Third
Wavers in my classes regard me tolerantly, even affectionately. If I say
something particularly passe, I shrug and add, "Just an old Second
Waver burbling on." The Third Wave takes the achievements of the
First and Second Wave as much for granted as they do CD-ROMS.
They also find some fun in critiquing Second Wave dowdiness. They
like to wear lipstick - be it pink, red, purple, brown, black, or blue.
Third Wavers believe in e·d ucation. They apply to graduate and
professional schools. Enrolling in undergraduate women's studies
courses, they also want scholarship about women integrated
throughout the curriculum as a whole. In 1992, I shared a panel with
an African-American student. "I'm so tired," she said, "of going to my
Black Politics course and hearing nothing about women. I'm so tired of
going to my Women and Politics course and hearing nothing about
race. And I'm so tired of going to my American Politics course and
hearing nothing about women or race." However, until established
faculties revise their curricula and their attitudes, many students need
women's studies as breathing spaces. In 1993, one of my students was
an accounting major and the secretary of the university's club for
business students. "I'm going into a male-dominated profession," she
told a class. "I'm in a male-dominated school. I take women's studies
so I can talk without scaring people."
In the classroom and outside, Third Wavers are aware of diversity
and, for the most part, believe in it. Students of colour and/or from
newer immigrant families want to claim their heritage proudly. My
white students are often fearful of making mistakes about diversity.
They long to have permission to make mistakes about The Other, in
order to learn from these mistakes, without being punished or being
told to shut up. They need genuine conversations about diversity with
ground rules that they will help to write. They are skeptical of Remedial
Courses in Morality that Second Wavers devise.
The Third Wavers realize that most of them will be earning their
living after they graduate. Their education is to provide them
credentials for this. They expect to enter a diverse work force. They
want relationships, but if heterosexual or bisexual, they do not expect
a man to pay for their food and shelter. Although some Third Wavers
are more aware than others of the glass ceiling; although some are
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more aware than others of the conflicts between work and family life;
although some are more aware than others that they may run on the
fast track all the way to the middle, they all know about job
discrimination. Ironically, partly because of Second Wave pressures to
advance women in the public labour force, several of my students have
had women bosses. Not all of these supervisors have been paragons of
sisterhood. As a result, Third Wavers combine their recognition of job
discrimi-nation with some skepticism about t-he moral superiority of
women.
No matter who their supervisors might have been, Third Wavers are
- almost to a person - deeply worried and often consumed by a
sense of helplessness about the economy. Intensifying this anxiety is
the financial pressure of getting through college. My students work as waitresses, waiters, babysitters, clerks, fork-lift operators, nursing
home attendants, security guards. They take out loans. They sign up
for too many courses at once so that they can get their degree as
quickly as possible. They would like to be less frightened about the
economy. They would like to think that their education and the
economy will mesh. They are too realistic to live by such hopes alone.
These Third Wavers have complicated attitudes about the sexsaturated culture in which they find themselves, the constant
downloading of desire that is designed partially to deflect economic
anxieties. The survivors of incest and rape are wary. All of my students
are sexually sophisticated. They know a lot about pornography. Indeed,
95 percent of my Spring 1995 students said they had first learned
about pornography by finding stuff that belonged to their fathers,
uncles, or brothers. Fewer of them, however, support the antipornography movement than its advocates might want. For my
students have a sexually libertarian and fluid streak. They think that
Second Wavers, even as they broke open the discourse of female
sexuality, drew too strict and unblurred a line between heterosexuality
and homosexuality. When Third Wavers talk candidly, they say they are
sick of being saturated with images of lousy sexuality in
pornography, movies and TV, advertisements. They are torn. They do
not want censorship, but they do not want the images of sexuality that
surround them. They long, not only for economic security, but for a
balance of sexual satisfaction and cultural grace. Straight, gay, lesbian,
or bisexual, most of them want to be parents. They are aware of the
new technologies of birth. How they want to parent, and with whom,
varies according to the individual.
As I sat in the circle of chairs in my Spring 1995 classroom with its
dreary cinderblock walls; as I now regard the future of women's
studies, women, and education in the Information Society, I have my
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market share of dread. I fear that Second Wave feminists will both
stick by their errors and dismiss the words of the Third Wave as an
immature siren's cry. I have little faith in my auditory acuities, but I hear
my Third Wavers ask for two compatible acts.
First, they want to hear their own stories, both personal stories and
accounts of the groups in which they claim membership. Second, no
matter how necessary these stories are, they are not sufficient. The
Third Wavers also want large, cohering narratives. Unless women's
studies can write them in accessible language, Third Wavers will turn
elsewhere for them. I do not know where elsewhere might -be. My
students want to learn how the postmodern, global economy works
and how to find a place in it from which they can support themselves
and their families - however individual Third Wavers define family.
Third Wavers may know about marginality, from their lives and
women's studies classrooms, but they find very little glamour in it. The
desire for an explanatory, helpful economic narrative crosses class,
gender, and racial lines. Doing so, this desire is a feature of a big,
sprawling, messy, multicultural center.
However, Third Wavers want roses as well as bread and keyboards.
They need a sense of values. To be against the patriarchy is a
landscape too barren of meaning. To be for women is more fertile, but
for many, this plot is also barren if that is all that there is. My hope is
that Second and Third Wavers together can also rewrite the narrative
of modernity itself. I realize how many narratives of modernity there
are; how scorching postmodern critiques of these narratives have been;
and how dangerous totalizing narratives and universalizing selves can
be. Nevertheless, the narrative of modernity encourages us to believe
in pluralism over monism; secularism over fundamentalism; democracy
over totalitarianism; inclusiveness and equality over hierarchy;
acceptance of individual differences over conformity to group norms;
and reasonable inquiries over dogma and militant revelations. How can
we cast this narrative aside?
Even if my Third Wavers were to accept a narrative of modernity,
they are suspicious of a stress on individual rights that seems to ignore
the necessity of viable social relations. They like feminist political
theory that connects the autonomous self with others. The one
academic article my Spring 1995 students told me I had to read was
by Jennifer Nedelsky, "Reconceiving Autonomy: Sources, Thoughts,
and Possibilities." Chastened by my ignorance, I tracked it down to a
1989 journal to discover why Nedelsky has become my students'
prophet. She persuades them that they can conceptualize themselves
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as autonomous and free women, feminists, and members of human
communities. 19
A second source of my dread extends far beyond the women's
studies classroom in the United States. Like others, I am deeply anxious
that the postmodern world will keep up the bad practices of the
premodern and modern worlds and deny women real citizenship in the
Information Society, especially if women are poor or members of
vulnerable racial and ethnic minorities. This citizenship - like food,
water, shelter, and freedom from violence - is a survival need. Helping
women obtain citizenship is a basic responsibility of women's studies.
Even today, women do not have guaranteed access to basic literacy.
Table 1.3 of the 1989 UNESCO Statistical Yearbook gives the
percentage of men and women over the age of 15 who are illiterate in
1 29 countries and territories. The percentage of illiterate men is
alarming, the percentage of illiterate women, especially rural women,
more so. In 1985, if there were 352 million illiterate men, there were
597 million illiterate women. The sexes are equally literate in fewer
than twenty countries. Women are more literate than' men in eleven
places, all small, a high proportion of them in the Caribbean. Men are
more literate than women in all the rest. 20
Moreover, if societies refuse to teach women to read and write a
natural language, will these societies give women access to computer
languages and computers? Will women have passports to
'telecommunities' (a phrase I owe to George Bugliarello), to the groups
that form in cyberspace? These telecommunities do more than gossip
in chatrooms. They have given women information that can enhance,
even save, their lives. As books inspired the Second Wave, so online
information inspires the Third Wave.
Nor, crucially, do most women have equal access to training in the
science and technology that is the foundation of the Information
Society. One study found that 49 percent of the boys, but only 17
percent of the girls, in the eleventh grade in American high schools had
used an electricity metre. 21 In 1989, men took 91.8 percent of the

19 Jennifer Nedelsky, "Reconceiving Autonomy: Sources, Thoughts, and
Possibilities," Yale Journal of Law and Feminism 1, no. 7 (1989): 7-36.
2.0 The Worlds Women 1970-1990: Trends and Statistics, Social Statistics
and Indicators Series K, no. 8 (New York: United Nations, 1991 ). Pages 45-53
focus on literacy, education, and training.
21 American
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doctorates in engineering in American graduate schools; women 8.2
percent. Men took 81 .2 percent of the doctorates in the physical
sciences; women took 18.8 percent. Aiding and abetting these
discrepancies are powerful cultural representations of the scientist. As
Evelyn Fox Keller, Carolyn Merchant, and others have shown, we too
often masculinize the scientist and feminize the nature that he is to
unveil and explore.
These uncertainties about women in the Information Society are part
and parcel of questions about the future of cyberspace itself. I write
now, not as a computer scientist nor as a skilled weaver of the World
Wide Web, but as a citizen who does kindergarten-level work with
Windows and WordPerfect. Cyberspace is still new territory, if familiar
enough to readers of speculative fiction and to hackers. Despite its
historical novelty, cyberspace is busy cultivating old sexist habits. In
the United States, online sexual harassment and braggadocio have
proved so irritating that two anti-macho online services for women
were established in the early 1990s.
Disarming dreary old stuff, women must also join with men to
confront the wildly new and unsettled. For the overarching laws that
will govern cyberspace are up for grabs. So is the nature of the
freedoms it will enjoy. Proposing a cure that is more dangerous than
the illness, upright senators call for 'anti-smut' laws to stop the
distribution of 'obscene' materials on computer networks. People have
only educated guesses as to which men and women will compose the
Constitution and Bill of Rights of Cyberspace. Will they be the 'antismut' gang? Large multinational corporations? Or the wild progeny of
the drafters of the First Amendment?
Though twitchy, I have a stubborn muscle in my optimism. This
muscle flexes and insists that history can be its Nautilus machine as
well as rack and Catherine wheel. My optimism whistles that men and
women have worked throughout history to make education empowering for all; that women's studies has invented itself in the last
thirty years; and that the gender changes that have been inseparable
from both the rebirth of feminism and the birth of the Information
Society seem irrevocable. So encouraged by these sounds, I retain my
faith that women's studies is helping to redesign democracy and the
mind. It is not a monster mother breeding monstrous children, but the
conse-quence of women and men who have toiled to do that oldfashioned thing: make the world different and better. For women's
studies, the human company might be a company of equals. To be
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sure, some of us smarter and more talented than others, but all of us
processing our words with liveliness, liberty, and, from byte to byte, a
little happiness. Or so I would will - in this, a Second Wave but
unwavering dream.
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